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For Mrs. Anne…

I never thanked you for the copy of Interview with the Vampire.




Chapter One



Sarahs cell phone went out of service a week ago. She hadnt answered it in much longer, but the fact that the connection no longer existed at all was enough to worry her twin sister to no end. Lana Roberts had resorted to checking Facebook, Twitter, and every other social networking site she could think of, hounding friends and long-distance family, and even calling the police, but there was still no sign of Sarah. Finding no answers in her research, Lana had jumped the first plane to Boston, all the while wondering what her sister saw in such a cold, damp city.

Lana tucked her jacket more tightly around her body and cast her eyes to the ground as she crossed the darkened street. The air was empty and still; the only sound for miles was that of the water of the harbor slapping into the pillars beneath the docks. Fog began to settle in over the water, creeping up alleys, around buildings, and into the main streets. It hung a few feet above her head, giving the streetlights eerie, green haloes. The world around her didnt seem real. This disembodied feeling was all too familiar, too frightening. She remembered from the many nights as a child in New England that this feeling meant there would very soon be a blanket of snow on the ground to mute the city and hide all the worlds ills. 

It was the very reason she escaped Massachusetts as soon as she turned eighteen.

The snow was coming early this yearit was only October, yet Lana felt as if she were trapped in the dead of winter. A sick feeling of dread settled around her heart, constricting it into a sharp, offbeat dance and she shuddered once, hard. If she didnt find her sister soon, she might never find her. Call it a twins intuition, but the closer she came to her destination, the more certain Lana became that Sarah was in grave danger. Besides, it was always easier to dispose of bodies with frozen precipitation to hide the evidence.

From the look of the graffiti on the walls and the litter on the ground, good people like herself rarely came to this part of Boston, particularly late at night. Trash lay on the ground piled up next to the dilapidated buildings, and this section of the harbor looked as if it had not seen regular habitation in twenty years or more. It was the perfect place to commit the perfect crime. No wonder the cops didnt follow the lead she gave them; they were obviously much smarter than her.

She turned the corner, and from a block away, Lana could hear the deep throb of music emanating from the open doors of the club. The Mausoleum seemed to be the only thing showing any sign of life in this part of town. 

From where she walked, she could already see the gaping hole in the wall that served as an entrance, and a herd of people of questionable moral character lined up behind black velvet ropes, hoping for the opportunity to see inside. Aside from the crowd, there were no distinguishing marks on the city block taken up by the old warehouse. To drive by it in daylight, she never would have thought it contained anything more than moldy crates and wharf rats. 

And maybe the occasional rotting corpse, she thought with a shudder.

Normally, Lana would not have even bothered to venture this far into the city, but after nearly a month without word from Sarah, she had moved far past worry and into action. According to Sarahs friends, this was the last place any of them knew her to be frequenting, and what worried Lana more than the location was the fact that none of her friends had a clue where Sarah had gone. They had not seen her in well over two weeks, and had long since stopped trying to call thinking they had been replaced by newer, flashier friends. Lana knew better. Sarah wasnt that kind of person…not without some sort of strong persuasion, anyway. Even after Lana had left home in the middle of the night at eighteen years old, Sarah had still found a way to keep in touch. And with each damning step toward the pounding noise of the club, that feeling of ill fate grew exponentially stronger.

She gave her coat one final tug and stepped away from the concrete sidewalk into the gravel in front of the building. Many of the hopefuls in line turned a curious gaze toward her, but Lana kept her head held high and did her best to ignore them. She was here to investigate, not socialize. She went straight to the young man standing at the head of the line, prepared to explain her situation when he turned a pair of dead-looking, milk white eyes toward her. He looked like a creature from a horror film, pale and surrounded by the chill of death. He smelled of a moldy closet, and wide, jagged track marks ran up and down his withered arms in horrific patterns. At one time, the junkie might have been an attractive boy, but not now. A dim flicker of recognition registered in his slack features, and he stepped away from the door.

Welcome back, he droned, his voice as lifeless as his face. The sound of his empty words sent a shiver down Lanas spine, but she nodded and muttered a quiet thank you before stepping through the door. Many of those in line craned their heads to watch her go, some of the murmuring quietly about her presence as if they knew her. Not a good feeling. But Sarahs friends were right…she did spend a lot of time in this place if someone like that would recognize her as Sarah.

Its good to be a twin, she thought with a sardonic twist to her lips, but any humor she might have felt when she stepped through the door and followed the hallway onto the main floor.

The music inside pounded through the hollowed-out shell at a deafening level. She vaguely recognized the songhad it been any other situation she would have enjoyed the heavy, industrial beat, but now that sliver of familiarity did nothing to distract her from the horrors within. Though lushly decorated with expensive furniture, lighting, and people, there was a distinct chill to the air. There was no flow to the place, no life. The antiseptic smell of a hospital hit her. 

Not a hospital, she realized, a blood bank. 

Lana wondered briefly if this was what it would be like to live in an ant farm as she listened, and realized that there was no echo from the high ceilings. When she looked up, she noticed that every surfaceevery wall, ceiling beam, pipe, duct, and window framewas padded with large triangles of foam. Noise dampeners.

And the worst of it came not from what she could see, but what she could sense. Sarah was there. Somewhere in the building, she could feel the weak, abused presence of her sister.

As she passed around the outskirts of the seething crowd, Lana watched young men and women sprawled across couches and chairs, their bodies slack with drug-induced ecstasy. Piercings protruded from their faces and ears in various patterns, some large and some small. Most of the women had dyed their hair black, and the men had shaved strange designs into their scalps. Tattoos covered the majority of exposed skin, and on many there was quite a bit of skin to see. If it werent for the artfully ruined, expensive clothes, she almost would have believed herself to be inside a homeless shelter for rivet-head runaways.

To be so far gone under the spell of the drugs, these people seemed surprisingly healthy. They appeared to radiate an inner brilliance, and though they lay about in a haphazard manner with euphoric smiles, when her gaze connected with one of theirs, she could see a fully functioning set of thoughts behind it. 

Lana knelt next to a chaise to examine the intricate contraption hanging from one boys arm. He appeared to be no older than nineteen, his skin smooth and deathly pale, flawless save the odd-looking track marks up and down his arms and throat. The thing, she noticed upon closer inspection, was a glass vial attached to a hypodermic needle. The chassis of the thing was made of hand-poured pewter, and had been twisted into an elaborate design that connected surgical steel to glass. Even the knob of the plunger was molded in the same intricate fashion to resemble the head of a dragon. Tiny rubies flickered in the place of the things eyes, giving it the creepy look of a sentient thing. A thin, dry trail of brown crust sloped downward along his elbow from the spot where the needle met skin. 

A low, throaty chuckle pulled her attention away from the intelligent carving, and she looked up into a pair of pale eyes. Not quite so pale as those of the man at the door, but hauntingly close. This pair, however, was ringed in a dirty red, and they were clearly focused on her.

Like what you see? he asked, the sound more a snakelike hiss than actual words, and laughed again. The needle wobbled precariously in his vein, and where it dug into his flesh, he began to bleed. What poured from the wound was not oxidized red, but a sickly rust color. Horrified, Lana rose and backed away, stumbling through the crowd and away from the chuckles that followed until she backed into a solid figure. 

Careful, a deep voice said, and strong hands banded around her upper arms to steady her. She looked down at those hands and with manic glee noticed manicured fingernails, slightly longer than she was used to seeing on a man. You arent from around here, he continued, and she jumped, startled by the sound of his voice so close to her ear. She shook her head as he turned her around, and for a moment that same flicker of recognition she saw from the doorman passed over his features.

He, however, was an exquisite specimentall and slender, with just the right amount of muscle to fill out the black Lycra shirt that clung to him. A pair of baggy jeans hung from his hips, but she never made it to his feet to see if he was wearing sneakers or boots. At that point, he could have had cloven hooves and she would not have noticed.

His eyes captured her gaze and held her rapt. Ice blue orbs, flecked with amber and bits of red, stared back at her. His hair was cut into a messy Mohawk, the majority of it dyed blue, nearly the same shade as his eyes. A long, pointed nose sat in the center of his face between a pair of high, softly rounded cheekbones, and his thick, full lips turned up at the corners into a welcoming smile.

You must be Lana, he said, and the sound of her name on this strangers tongue immediately sobered her. This man knows Sarah… The smile never left his face, even as he confirmed her thought. Sarah talks about you a lot. 

Where is she? Lana asked, and his grip tightened on her arms. He took a step closer. He glanced around one time, then lowered his mouth to hear ear again. 

Do not ask questions, he instructed. They can hear you. Follow my lead and do as I say because you are in danger. You should not have come here.

Where is my sister? Lana asked again despite his warning. He drew back, and his icy gaze turned to steel. He shook his head and raised one finger to his lips, then skimmed his palm down her arm and took her hand in his.

Not here, he mouthed, and towed her into the roiling, dancing crowd. His gaze stayed high, watching all around them as he turned and pulled her hard against him. Warning bells went off in her head, telling her that this man knew something she didnt. Hed said she was in danger; did that mean Sarah was the cause of it?

The people around them adjusted their positions to accommodate for her presence, but otherwise took no notice of them when he spun her in a quick circle. He tugged her close again and began to move, and through the fog in her brain she realized that he was dancing with her.

Who are you? she questioned as his hands slid over her waist and up her back. The touch was so unusual, uninvited but not unenjoyed. If the situation hadnt frightened her so much, she would have thought he was flirting with her, and it had been quite a while since shed had an attractive man do so. 

The corners of his lips turned up slightly, and he watched her with unnerving intensity. His skin was cool to the touch, and though she was nose to nose with him, Lana had no idea how old he might be. 

Not important right now, he whispered into her ear. He seemed as interested in feeling her up as he did watching the wings…not that she minded so much. I can help you, but you have to dance. And be prepared to run.

Run?

Hush. He snaked his hand over her body, rounding his fingertips over her hips and pulling her flush against him. The scent of his cologne, spicy and sweet, filled her nose and made her head spin. He smelled delicious, and had this been any other situation, she would have taken his actions as advances. The scabs have alerted the watchers, he whispered, his lips grazing the cuff of her ear as he spoke. She shivered and fisted her hands into the front of his shirt. Lana started to question him about the name, but he never gave her the chance. We need to leave as inconspicuously as possible, and you need to empty your head. 

Just how the hell was she supposed to do that? This place was a hotbed of hedonistic activityshe realized that many of the addicts on the couch had moved from euphoria to the early stages of fornication. And she could still feel Sarah somewhere in the building.

As they danced, he turned her and backed her through the crowd toward the door. Lana glanced around his arms at the people. The bartenders watched them, and black-skinned men in black suits lining the walls followed their every movement. These men looked as if they had been carved from the night sky and placed before her, large, broad-shouldered pillars of muscle. She failed to notice them when she first entered, probably on purpose… men with skin dark enough to match the shadows in a place like this likely were not meant to be seen.

Some of them muttered things to themselvesshe could see their mouths moving and the occasional red light blink on an earpiece as a head turned. They appeared to be materializing from the shadows, as if they were part of the building.

Whats happening? Lana asked, and panic began to rise in her.

No time…theyre coming, he said, and turned her around again to face the door. The stranger took her handhis skin was colder than she first realized, but hadnt the time to consider it further as he tugged on her arm and started off at a brisk jog. The addicts on the sofas and chairs rose, their glazed eyes focusing on her. Lana scarcely had time to pick out their features before they became blurred streaks at her sides. Even the thump of the music faded away under the sound of her own heart pounding in her chest. Shit… She heard him hiss as they skidded to a stop.

What? she questioned again as she skipped forward and slammed hard into his back. His hands came around to clutch at her arms and pull her flush against his back. It was such an awkward position, and he was so strong…

Strange noises rose around them, but suddenly her back was to the wall and Lana could do little more than hear the altercation. The dialogue consisted mostly of snarls and growls, and even her protector sounded as if he had been reduced to the level of a monster.

Going somewhere, Christian? she heard someone say, followed by a throaty, evil chuckle.

Thomas…we were just leaving, he replied, tugging her to his side and pushing her up under his arm. 

Nobody said you could take a good meal from the building, the largest of the dark-clad, dark-skinned men said as they circled around, their white teeth sharp and gleaming in the harsh fluorescent lighting of the old warehouse.

This one is mine, he said with a growl, and the sound of his voice, so thick and feral, frightened her. She glanced up at him and noticed his teeth, showcased by his curled lips. They were the same bright white color as the men encircling them, and they looked very sharp.

What the hell have I walked into, she thought as a wave of panicked nausea rose in her gut.

Good luck getting her out of here. One of the others snarled, sharp, gleaming teeth bared, and lunged. What happened next was over before Lana could process the events, even as the one they called Christian caught his attacker by the throat and with one hand lifted him from the floor. He took the dark-skinned mans head in his free hand, and with one sharp movement, twisted his head completely off. Dark, thick blood spattered the concrete floor, and the sick crunch of bone filled the air as his skull was rent free of his spine. The decapitated body crumpled to the ground with a muted thump, the head rolling into the booted feet of one of the others. Lana surveyed the carnage from atop his shoulder, where he had turned and lifted her before starting for the door at a run. Horrified, she realized there was little she could do except hold onto his shirt and pray she wasnt next.


Chapter Two



Christian set Lana on her feet and leaned her back against the wall. They were seven blocks away from the club, but he could still hear the music thumping through the air. He could also hear the snarls and growls of the watchers as they hunted the alleys near the club for him. They would find him soon, and when they did, they would kill the girl.

She was such a pretty one, and obviously a good one to be worried enough about her sister to willingly walk into a den of vipers. She looked just like Sarahtall and slender with curly, brown hair, and large, green eyes. But the way she looked up at him, those green orbs round and dilated, her chin trembling just the slightest, told him that in this moment, she was terrified of him. 

And she had every right to be. Hed just ripped the head off of one of the Xanthes bulldogs in front of her. By the following dusk, he would be forgiven, but if she went within five blocks of that building again…

Christian was willing to bet that she had absolutely no idea what he was. Or any of them, for that matter.

Keep breathing, he said, his voice echoing loudly off the walls of the alley. Youre safe with me.

Who the fuck were those people? she nearly shrieked, and who the fuck are you?

My name is Christian Sterling, and I am probably the only person in that club that doesnt want you dead right now.

What the hell makes you think Im going to believe you? she snapped as frightened tears streamed down her face. It was a bullying move, he knew it as he did it, but Christian turned and crowded into her personal space, pressing her hard against the wall as he raised one hand toward her. For a moment, he held her throat between his fingers, sensing and savoring the strong, rabbitlike pulse there, then lifted his hand and grazed his fingertips across her cheek.

Because if I wanted you dead, Id have drained you dry and left you in a heap on the floor of the club. She froze, and her scent changed just the slightest bit. Fear mixed with confusionit was such a heady cocktail. He was so hungry… and she would make a divine meal.

After several long moments her eyes softened, and her shoulders relaxed. He heard the tiny release of breath as she gave her silent consent that he was telling the truth. 

I know where your sister is, and if you ever expect to see her again, you will do exactly as I tell you.

She is in that club, Lana said defiantly. I know she is.

Yes, she is, he confirmed, then lifted a hand to hold a finger up before her eyes, but, you cant save her on your own.

Save her?

You saw the kid at the door, right?

Yes.

Shes like him.

What? A junkie?

Christian shrugged. In a manner of speaking. Do you have any idea where you just were, Lana?

A nightclub called The Mausoleum.

Okay, so she had an idea of her location… but that told him nothing at all about whether she understood her situation or not. Christian was willing to bet folding money that she was as clueless as all those stupid kids outside.

Well, yes, he admitted, but what do you know if it?

Not much, other than thats where Sarahs friends told me she was.

In the distance, Christian followed the sounds of the watchers. They were closing inobviously one or more of the brutes had picked up on her scent. Even his lack of odor couldnt mask the scents of mortal blood and fear.

Then you know nothing, Lana… and theyre following us. We need to go.

Wait a minute, she said, jerking her arm out of his grip and sliding away, I am not going anywhere with you until you tell me exactly who and what you are, and how the hell you managed to tear that guys head off!

Christian sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. I understand that you and your sister have little in common, but I can tell you right now that a childs fairy tale would be easier to accept than the truth. Right now I dont have time to explain. From the sound of it, the watchers had less than two blocks to go. If we dont leave right now, you and I will both be dead in under a minute. Now please, he offered his hand to her, come on.

Do I have a choice? Lana asked. She sounded frightened again, and worse, the scent of fear emanating from her was growing stronger with each beat of her stubborn heart.

Not really, he replied and grabbed her hand. Hold on to me and close your eyes. She hesitated, and rather than scream at her, which he wanted so badly to do, he tucked a finger under her chin and tilted her chin up. Sarah is my best friend. She needs you right now, and I swear to you that you will always be safe with me, Lana. Now please…we need to go.

She nodded and did as he instructed, and with a slight bend to his knees, Christian leaped. The rush of wind was only a momentary setback, but it was enough to rip the breath from Lanas lungs and keep her from screaming. Before she could take her first breath, he turned from the rooftop where he now stood and jumped to the next. In a dozen quick strides, he leaped again and landed soundlessly on the tarred rooftop of an apartment complex. 

They might be trespassing, but at least here the scent of other people would help mask hers. Loosening his grip, Christian helped her to the ground. She sank to her knees, where she bent over and gasped for breath. The jump had confused their followers, but it wouldnt take long before they figured him out. She had thirty seconds at most to recover before they would have to move again.

What the hell are you? she croaked, her voice reedy and still breathless.

You probably dont want to know.

I want… to know… Christian, she said, pressing her fist between her breasts as if she were trying to hold her lungs in. Her heart rate was erratic and bordering on stroke level. I…I want to know…how we got on…this roof. He raised an eyebrow at her and unsuccessfully tried not to smirk. Even bordering on a blackout, Lana was an observant one. He pulled her to her feet.

I am a vampire. I jumped. Now come on. He took her hand again and snatched open the access door that lead into the building. She tried to jerk away from him, but he was much stronger, and proved as much. Theres no point in struggling, Lana. Im not going to eat you. In case you havent noticed, Im trying to save you from the ones that will…now come on. Were in a building full of people, and the deeper into it we get, he more it will confuse your scent. She dug her heels in, but he tugged her wrist and brought her crashing forward into him. You can scream at me all you like about it later, but right now you need to do as I say, before I pick you up and carry you.

Under any other circumstances, the sour look on her face would have made him laugh, but right now he understood. If they caught her, they would kill him too. Lana didnt argue as he pulled on her wrist again, and together they started down the stairs. Some of the doors opened and faces appeared in the cracks, questioning their presence in the building so late at night, but no one made a move to stop them.

Soon they were on the street, and the first drift of snow was just beginning to fall. The majority of the fog had cleared, but the haloes of the streetlights on the sidewalk showed a milky film beginning to build on the concrete. It would be another few minutes before the snow began to stick, if it did at all this close to the bay, but once it did they would be safe. Even vampires couldnt track humans in snow.

Still, moving at her pace was not moving fast enough. Without asking permission, Christian pulled Lana up into his arms, cradled her against his chest, and began to run. Her eyes went wide again and her face drained of color before she turned and tucked her head into his neck. She began to tremble, though whether from residual fear or the cold, he wasnt quite sure.

They crossed the city in a matter of minutes, disappearing into the thin strips of wooded space headed north toward Salem. As Christian ran, the snow grew in intensity, coming down in heavy, wet clumps that clung to his hair and nose. As they touched Lana, they melted. The heat of life radiated from her, pushing back the chill that followed him. He quickly warmed to her temperature, but being the parasite that he was, he would continue to drain that warmth until there was little left for her.

When he finally placed her on her feet, they stood in front of his house, a small cottage tucked back in the woods. From here, they were roughly halfway between Boston and Salem, well out of the range of the watchers. Behind the house, a generator hummed and every light in every window glowed brightly. Harlan had left all the lights on again.

W-where are we? she asked between chattering teeth. He draped his arm over her shoulders, knowing his death chill would do little to fortify her.

This is my home. You will be safe here until morning.

I want to go back to my car.

Christian felt his temper rising, but cast a patient glance toward her. I cannot do that, Lana. You are being hunted. He pulled a key from his pocket and used it to open the door. Now come inside before you freeze to death.

Lana stopped on the stoop, glancing back and forth between the overgrown driveway behind her, and the open door in front of her. She might have been a bit on the reckless side when she entered the building, but she was at least using a bit of caution now. Of course, seeing and being hunted by death could do that to a person.

Come on, Lana, Christian urged, waving her forward. I swear I wont hurt you. But I cant help you if you turn into an ice cube.

I dont like this, she said.

I dont blame you. But its the only option you have.

With great, frustrated reluctance, Lana started forward, careful to hug the opposite door frame so not to touch him as she entered. Her clothes were soaked through with melted snow, and even as she wandered over to the fireplace, he could see her shivering.

Stay right there, Christian said as he closed the door. Let me go get you some dry clothes. Then we can talk. He started into the next room, then paused and turned back. Harlan shouldnt be home for at least another hour, but if he comes in, dont be frightened. He wont hurt you.

O-okay.

He went down the hall into the back bedroom and pulled open the closet. She was a slip of a thing, but surely he had something that would fit her. He rummaged through the shelves, eventually turning up a T-shirt and a pair of running shorts. The socks he grabbed would certainly be too big, but they would help to warm her feet and hopefully ward off any cold she might pick up from being wet for so long.

Christian hadnt been vampire long enough yet to forget the horrors of influenza, and if he had any chance of making amends for the atrocities of his life, he had to keep this girl healthy.

When he returned to the front room, he found Lana curled around herself in front of the fire, shivering hard enough to make her teeth chatter. He made a big deal of letting the door bounce against the wall to signal his reentry. To sneak up on her would do no good.

It isnt much, but at least you can be dry, he said. She turned her face toward him, and immediately let out a small gasp of surprise. 

You…you still have snow in your hair, she whispered. Christian ran a hand along the top of his ruined Mohawk, not surprised when it came away with tufts of white powder stuck to it. 

So I do… just one of the many drawbacks of no longer being a fully functioning human, he replied, and started forward. She skittered backward, her face frightened, until her back hit the wall. She let out a squeak, and he stopped just behind the sofa. I swear I wont hurt you, Lana. Please take the clothes and go change. He laid them on the arm of the sofa and slowly began to back away. The bathroom is down the hall on the left. She made no move to do as he said, I will be in the kitchen. I will make you a cup of tea while you change, and then we can talk.


Chapter Three



While Christian was banging around in the kitchen, Lana picked up the clothes and scurried down the hall. With the bathroom door securely closed and locked, she turned on the light and stared into the mirror at her reflection.

She looked awful. Her hair had long since been pulled free of its ponytail to hang in stringy waves along her cheeks. Dark circles were beginning to appear under her eyes. Her skin was pale and waxy. She still shivered beneath her wet clothes.

The cold, she realized, was all she felt. With everything that had happened in the last two hours, Lana discovered that a curious numbness existed within her. Each thing seemed to happen in slow motion and with startling clarity, yet she could muster no emotion for anything…except Christian. He terrified her.

Lana looked down at the T-shirt and shorts lying on the sink. They were clean, at leasta bit big for her, but they would do until her clothes dried and she could be on her way. She glanced behind her to check the lock on the doorstill lockedthen stripped out of her coat, shirt, and pants. The wet material peeled away from her body like the skin of an apple, landing on the tile floor with a squishy plop. Even her bra and panties were soaking wet, so she removed those as well, then quickly climbed into the dry clothes. She had to roll the shorts up at her waist to keep them on her narrow hips, but the dry fabric was a welcome relief and helped to quell the shivers coursing up and down her spine.

She heard a kettle whistle at the other end of the house, and though the idea of being alone in a room with a vampirewas he really serious about that, or was he just messing with her head?terrified her, the thought of hot tea and a possible meal drove her through the door and back down the hall to the kitchen.

She found Christian sitting in a chair at the dining table. He had changed clothes as wella pair of black sweat pants hung low on his hips, and a white undershirt molded itself to his body. He was much more well built than she had first imagined…not that shed had time to imagine those things. The remnants of his wet Mohawk hung in a limp trail along the center of his head, secured in place by a black rubber band at the base of his skull. He sipped from a beer bottle, and a small smile appeared on his face.

You could almost pass for vampire yourself, Lana, he said without turning to her, and lifted the bottle to his lips again. You are very quiet when you move.

Thanks, I think, she replied, still lingering in the doorway. She curled her arms around her body, hugging herself for warmth and protection…not that she could do much to protect herself against a hungry vampire. Thank you for getting me out of there, she added, and noticed that she had unconsciously raised one hand and begun to fidget with her hair. She forced her hand down by her side. I really hope youre going to tell me whats going on now.

Come drink your tea. There isnt much to eat, but I made you some toast. He nodded to the plate sitting next to the steaming mug on the table. I thought you could use the fortification.

Thanks, she said again, but still didnt move from the doorway. She couldnt bring herself to do it.

Im not going to eat you, Lana. This time the smirk on his face was accompanied by a chuckle. Not unless you ask nicely.

What is that, she replied with a snort, some sort of vampire humor?

No, he said. Thats my warped sense of reality. Vampire humor would require me to put on a cape and tell you I wanted to suck your blood with a bad attempt at a Romanian accent.

Thanks for the heads-up, Dracula.

Anytime, sweetheart. He took another sip of his beer, and Lana watched, enrapt, as his throat muscles worked to draw the liquid down his throat. Maybe it was the undead thing, but there was something very attractive about him…beyond the normal, physical prettiness.

The ultimate predator, she thought.

Come get your tea before it gets cold, and Ill tell you everything you want to know about the last six months of your sisters life.

Tea…she wanted that tea. It was the desire for something warm to push away the chill that drove her into the kitchen and up to the table. She picked up the cup and sniffedchamomile, an odd thing for a vamp to keepthen lowered herself to the chair and picked up a triangle of toast.

I havent talked to her in almost a month, Lana said before biting into the toast. Her stomach growled in happy acceptance as she chewed.

Not many people have, Christian said, his expression turning dark. Unless youre one of The Mausoleums elite, that is. He finished off the drink and tossed the bottle into the trash can across the room. It hit the bottom of the empty can and shattered. Lana winced at the sound, unbelievably loud in the quiet house. Remember the kid at the door of the club? 

There was something wrong with his eyes, she replied, remembering the freakish sight of him, and sipped her tea. 

Thats a side effect, and the easiest physical way to tell a scab from an addict.

A scab? Lana questioned. Christian sighed, and fixed her with a hard gaze.

Look at my eyes… what do you see?

Lots of color. They dont look normal.

Exactly, he said. I was not lying when I said Im a vampire. Thats how I tore the watchers head off. Thats how I leaped to the top of a seven-story building. Thats how I brought us to the woods outside Salem in less than fifteen minutes.

So what do you mean by scab?

A scab is a humanmore or lessthat is addicted to and completely dependent upon vampire blood. They are still human, but suffer from the vampiric bloodlust. They are not vulnerable to sunlight, they do not have vampiric strength, and once a person becomes a scab, there are two choices: turn or die.

All feeling left Lanas fingers, and the teacup went crashing to the floor. Bits of ceramic skittered across the floor, radiating out from the puddle of liquid. In a moment, Christian was around the table, his hands on her shoulders to keep her from slumping to the floor behind the cup. A wave of nausea passed over her, followed quickly by a swirling blackness that threatened unconsciousness.

When Lana was able to grasp her surroundings again, she was lying on the sofa in the main room, and Christian paced the floor in front of the fireplace. She stirred, causing him to pause and glance back at her.

Welcome back, he said, and took a seat on the chair opposite the room. Lana muttered something in response, but even she wasnt quite sure what it was, or if it was even a discernible language at all. Christian smiled again. Think youll be okay to hear the rest?

The world spun around her as Lana sat up. She grunted and swiped a hand down her face. On the coffee table in front of her sat another cup of tea, still steaming. Christian was nothing if not thoughtful. She immediately threw her hand against her throat, searching for puncture wounds.

I didnt bite you, he said, chuckling. 

Good to know. She cleared her throat and reached for the cup. Youre going to tell me that my sister is a scab, she said, pausing to take a sip. You said earlier that she was just like the guy at the door. She took a second sip of the tea, and the world steadied a bit. Now all you have to do is tell me how to get to her.

Human? he asked with a raised eyebrow. You dont. Theyll rip you limb from limb in half a second if you go back in there.

I have to save her, Christian.

I…uh…I dont think you heard me right.

You said that there are only two options.

So you did hear me.

There still has to be a way to get her out.

Not until after she is turned, Lana. Christian rose from the chair and crossed the room to sit next to her. Sarah has gotten herself into a mess, and nobody can get her out of it but her.

With a frustrated whine, Lana rose from the couch, a bit wobbly at first, and paced across the room. She looked out the window at the white powder falling in thick sheets from the sky. The ground looked to have accumulated a foot or more already. The trees and shrubbery around the house were all capped in the powder, which gave the world outside that window an eerie luminescence. Fitting, considering the situation.

The silence seemed to grow around her, dulling even the sound of the crackling fire. Awful thoughts ricocheted through her brainSarah was in trouble, and Lana was helpless to fix it. Since they were children, they had always looked out for one another. Yet here she was, a bystander on the sidelines at the worst moment in either of their lives. She could try, but if what Christian said was true, she would be dead before they ever saw each other.

He had yet to steer her wrong or go back on his word, but the whole concept was still so foreign. Hed told her he was a vampire and she had taken it as the truth without question. That, she realized, was the most absurd part of the entire evening, worse even than seeing a mans head snatched from his shoulders in one swipe.

How do you know I cant help her? Lana asked, turning away from the window. At some point, Christian had risen and gone back to pacing. She had never heard him.

Because I was in her position not too long ago.

You were a scab?

Most of us were at some point, he confirmed, pausing to stare into the fire for a moment before resuming his track. The addicts dont really know how bad it is on the inside. They think theyre taking heroin.

The needles… Lana said, remembering. If it isnt heroin, then what is it?

Blood, Christian answered, his shoulders slumping as he said it, drastically cut with saline. It dulls the potency.

But keeps the euphoric effect.

Precisely. It looks and smells like heroin. Addicts cant tell the difference between heroin and blood, until… He hesitated, still refusing to meet her gaze.

Until theyve had too much, Lana said, finishing his thought. Christian nodded. What happens when theyve had too much?

The addiction becomes a disease. They move to a different level in the chain, because the watchers start denying the purchases. They essentially become whores. They let the vamps drink in exchange for sex and bloodusually straight from the vamps vein and much more potent. After so many of these exchanges, the addict loses the ability to focus on human functions. His eyes turn milky, and the desire for blood becomes too strong. It takes precedence over everything else in his life, so he essentially becomes a blood doll for the higher-ups.

Blood doll? Lana asked, wrinkling her face. You mean a cheap meal?

Thats it, yeah.

So why are they called scabs?

Because of the scabs on their arms. The bites, the needle marks…they scab over, because while it doesnt matter how deep the wound is, it will scab over and healanother effect of the blood.

Lana watched him turn and pace back toward the hallway. If he hadnt told her what he was, she never would have guessed him to be some sort of monster. He looked and sounded human. There wasnt any sort of rage. He wasnt immaculately beautiful or made of stone. He drank beer and cooked toast. He did carry her nearly thirty miles, but she could have easily played that off as shock-induced madness. 

So you have super speed and strength. You have amazing regenerative powers. Is there a downside to being a vampire? she asked. His already pale skin seemed to lose what little color it had, and he turned to glare at her.

Oh, he said in a singsong tone, nothing much…you only live long enough to go completely mad, require human blood for sustenance, never sleep, and burst into flame in the sunlight. So no, not really. Christian snorted. 

You can eat, though.

Yes, he replied. We also have heartbeats and breathe. Our blood, while inhuman and diseased, still has to circulate to keep us moving. Were still cold, and the hunger for blood often turns us into animals if left unchecked. He sighed, and his whole demeanor changed. Look, Lana…it isnt the romantic thing the media has turned it into. Im not some lovelorn teenager; Im not some thousand-year-old entrepreneur with dreams of grandeur and an ego problem; Im not a great, whining eunuch, and no, I dont fucking sparkle.

Lana burst out laughing. 

She doubled over, holding her sides as her whole body shook with laughter. She giggled so hard she lost all breath control and collapsed to her knees, tears pouring from her eyes. In the distant recesses of her mind, she registered Christians impatient scoff, and the slam of a door. But what immediately sobered her was the new, deeper and raspier voice.

Oh, Christian…you brought me dinner, the voice said, and when Lana looked up, she couldnt stop the scream of terror that ripped from her throat. A maniac smile of mangled teeth and distended fangs hovered in front of her, set deep in a face that would have rivaled Max Schreck for ugly. The man was obviously old, his withered skin hanging from his bones and his milky eyes absolutely insane.

Christian appeared by his side, taking the lunatic by the arm and leading him away. No, Harlan… she isnt your dinner. Lana is a guest.

Lana? I like that name.

I do too. Shes Sarahs sister.

Ooh, Harlan said, madness sparkling all over his features as he grinned at her. Sarah was a tasty one too.

Oh shut it, creep, Christian said with a snort. You never bit Sarah. Now go downstairs and get in your coffin.

Why cant I play with her, Christian? the old creature whined. He stamped his foot like a child, and if the thought of him eating her hadnt terrified her so much, it would have made Lana giggle. As it stood, she wanted away from whatever he was, as soon as possible.

Harlan…go downstairs, or Ill put you outside.

You wouldnt, Harlan snapped. You wouldnt dare disrespect your elders, boy.

I would do it in a second if I thought you were going to hurt Lana. Now get downstairs. Its almost dawn.

Im going, Im going, Harlan muttered, stomping down the hall like an impertinent child.

Sorry about that, Christian said as they heard a door open and then slam. He took Lana by the hands and pulled her to her feet. Harlan is old. Hes a bit nuts, but mostly harmless.

Harmless? Lana said with a squeak. He wanted to eat me!

He wouldnt.

How do you know?

Because he knows I would put him outside. He reached behind her and drew the curtains, tying them together by small strings on their edges. Its almost sunrise, he explained as if she hadnt heard him only a moment before. Sunlight hurts. And you have to be exhausted.

At the mention of it, Lana realized that she was ready to fall over. In answer to his statement, she yawned, rushing to put her hand over her mouth. He chuckled and curled a cold arm around her shoulders. 

Come on, he said. Theres a bedroom with a really comfortable bed in the back. The door locks, but I should probably warn you that the lock wont really hold up against one of us.

Lana paused and glared up at him. Is that supposed to make me feel safe?

Not really, he replied, but I swear I wont let Harlan hurt you. He wont come out of his coffin for at least ten hours.

I thought you said you didnt sleep.

We dont, but Harlan doesnt understand that. Hes technically an elder, so he falls into a torporlike state during the day. If left down there long enough, he would eventually stop moving altogether. Christian opened the door at the end of the hall, then reached into turn on the light. He dropped his arm from her shoulder and crossed the room to bind the curtains. If it makes you feel any better, I will keep watch, just in case the old kook decides to start day walking on us.

At least let me get to sleep before you leave, Lana said. She wasnt quite sure she trusted him not to bite her while she was out cold, but so far he hadnt broken a promise. She climbed into the king-size bed, sinking into the down mattress with a contented sigh. Christian sat on the edge of the bed, his hands folded in his lap as she squirmed down under the covers and fluffed the pillows. So, she continued after she was comfortable, why does Harlan have fangs and you dont?

I do, he replied.

I dont see them.

Our fangs only distend under two circumstances.

And those are?

Hunger and arousal. 

Lana pulled the blankets up to shield the smirk on her face. Thats good to know, she said. Christian pinned her with a hard look as he rose and reached to turn off the light. A moment later, she felt the bed shift as he returned to its edge. In the darkness, it was much easier to believe that things were normal and would be okay. 

One way or another, Lana, you will see Sarah again, he said. I promise. She was a good friend to me, and shes strong. She will come through this.

Lana reached out across the span of the bed, and found his hand. Christian turned his palm up, and he laced his cold fingers through hers. She felt him movea shiver, maybe?and he drew her hand up to his lips.

Thank you for everything, Christian, she said, then yawned. Her free hand rested across her mouth, and for a moment she tensed as he turned her hand and pressed his nose to her wrist. He inhaled deeply, and a low hum escaped him.

You smell a lot like her, he said. Without the fear, youre very sweet. He kissed her wrist, sending a shiver running up her arm and down her back. Vampire or no, he was very thoughtful, and very kind. It might have been the vampire thing, but she could easily see him seducing her. With moves like that, it wouldnt be hard. He turned her hand over again, kissed her knuckles, then brought it back down to the bed. He didnt let go. Go to sleep, sweetheart. Ill be here when you wake up, and well figure something out.


Chapter Four



Lana slept until well after sunset, and Christian was content to sit and watch her. At one point during the day, he had attempted to dislodge his hand from hers, but she had tightened her grip and whimpered something in her sleep, so he stopped trying and sat back down. Even with the snowy blanket melting into the ground and the purple gray skies, he wasnt stupid enough to venture outside. 

While she slept, Christian went over in his mind all the ways this could end, and with each new attempt he always came up with the same inevitable answer. As he looked down at Lanas peaceful face, his lips turned down into a frown. She wanted to save her sister, but there was no way she would agree to the only plan he could foresee working.

When she finally stirred, it was well after dusk and the room was pitch-dark. Her breathing changed, and she made a soft, snuffling sound as she turned her head and started to sit up. She let go a small gasp, and gingerly tugged her fingers free of his.

Good morning, sunshine, Christian said, and listened to her flex her fingers, the cramped bones popping, then tug the covers up around her body.

It was morning when I went to sleep, Lana replied, and yawned. Christian smiled.

Figure of speech, sweetheart. Your clothes should be dry, so go have a shower and Ill make you more tea. There isnt much to eat, so Ill run you back to Boston afterward.

I want to know what were going to do to help Sarah first.

You probably dont, he said, and rose to turn on the light. Lana flinched as the bulb zinged to life, then made quick work of tucking her flyaway hair down behind her ears. Christian found he enjoyed the sight of a real woman first waking up. It had been a long time since hed associated with a human for more than just a meal. Shower first, then Ill tell you what Ive come up with.

She seemed reluctant to do so, but Lana crawled from the bed and scurried into the bathroom. He smirked as he heard the door lock. Mortals really were trusting of their weak technology. Shaking his head, he padded down the hallway toward the kitchen, stopping long enough to throw on a pair of jeans and a dark green T-shirt. He stood in the hallway for a few moments as she moved around the room, searching out towels and the various things she would need. She probably wouldnt appreciate the eavesdropping, so he continued on to the kitchen. As he settled the kettle on the stove, Christian heard the water come on in the bathroom, and his mind immediately went to dark places.

He felt the telltale burn of his fangs descending as he thought about her under the warm spray. Christian clutched at the counter, his fingers digging into the butcher-block top with enough force to leave dents. Yes, he was hungry and she was tempting, but he feared there was a bit more to this than just wanting to eat her. It didnt help that hed spent the last six hours thinking about all the ways he could convince her to let him drink from her.

He almost wished he didnt know the things about her that he did. Sarah talked about her sister a lot, and the more she talked, the more appealing Lana had become, and not just on a meal-ticket level. He had yet to see the qualities Sarah touted, but already he felt a strange kinship with her. He liked her.

Probably more than he should.

The whistle of the kettle brought him back to the present, endings his musings on whatever it was he could think of that involved Lana. As he poured the steaming water over the tea bag, the shower went off, and his mind went wild a second time.

Oh to be that towel, he thought, and immediately wanted to smack himself for it. She was here because she needed help with her sister, not for his sick amusement. Hed promised to keep his hands clear of her, and it was a promise he intended to keep, regardless of the fact that hed developed an unhealthy fascination with her.

A few moments later, he heard her soft footfalls in the hallway, and the smell of soap and clean skin assaulted him. He attempted to hold his breath, but it did no good. The warmth of her mortal body spanned the room, growing stronger as she neared him, and when she laid her hand on his shoulder and reached to pull the cup out of his hands, it took every shred of self-control Christian possessed not to back her up against the wall and kiss her.

How did you know I liked tea? she asked as she turned and padded barefoot back across the room to sit at the table. It took a moment for his brain to catch up with her statement, and he quickly shook his head to clear the cobwebs.

Uh…Sarah, he said, feeling like a fool. She told me that you two used to have tea parties when you were little. I started keeping tea in the house after she started spending time out here.

Oh… Lana said, and for a moment his stupid, hopeful heart thought he heard a note of disappointment.

She has been a great friend. When I became a scab, Sarah sort of became a mother figure to me. She took care of me, and tried to find a way to break the chain… but then she turned as well and we were both a bit lost. All either of us could think about was the blood. Lana watched him with wide, slightly frightened eyes. Her bottom lip trembled behind the cup. Xanthe brought me over about three weeks ago, but her little minions were still having too much fun playing with Sarah. He raised one shoulder in a shrug. Besides, the bitch hates Sarah…she doesnt like anyone prettier than her.

Who is Xanthe?

The monster that runs the club.

Is she an elder?

No, Christian said. Shes not that old, but shes stubborn and impetuous. The elders dont know what sort of operation she runs. Harlan tried to tell them, but hes quite a bit nuttier than the rest of them. They dont believe him.

Lana sighed and laid her head on the table. Her scent changed, and the smell of salt wafted toward him. When Christian looked back at her, he noticed her shoulders shaking; she was crying. 

The vampire world isnt all its cracked up to be, he continued, crossing the room to sit beside her. The politics of the higher-ups suckno pun intendedand those of us on the bottom are nearly helpless. He sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. It hung limply on the side of his face, and when Lana looked up at him through teary eyes, his heart twisted in his chest. There is a way to get to Sarah, but it will not be easy, and you would be insane to agree to it.

What do we have to do? she asked. The tears had already dried into pale streaks on her face, and she reached out to take his hand again. At this point, I would do anything to save my sister. Even if it means that she has to become a vampire to survive, Ill do it.

What if I told you that in order to get to her, you had to be like her?

She went still and completely silent. Several minutes passed as Lana stared over his shoulder into space. Her bottom lip continued to tremble, and a glazed expression settled on her face. Finally, she closed her eyes and hung her head.

Dont answer that right now, Christian said, and took her by the wrist. Come on…lets go get you something to eat. He lifted her from the chair and set off out the door.

The snow had stopped falling for the moment, though the ground was buried beneath roughly three feet of the powdery fluff. Lana tightened her arms around him and tucked her face into his neck, just as she had the previous evening. Christian ran, fast and steady back through the woods and into the first smattering of suburbia. He paused just at the tree line.

Do you have a hotel room anywhere? I can imagine youd like to have fresh clothes that fit.

I hadnt found one yet, she said through chattery teeth. The wind had obviously gotten to herher cheeks were pink from the cold. At least here, the afternoons warmth had melted the majority of the snow. Most of it had been reduced to salted slush piled up in the gutters. My car is at the Alewife T-station. My stuff is there.

We can go get it and find you a place to change, he replied, and started to run again. It wasnt hard to adjust the course, and in a matter of minutes, he was placing her on her feet and taking her by the hand. Lead the way.

Still shivering, Lana led him toward her car. Not at all surprising to him, she stopped in front of a red Volkswagen Beetlethe old model. The car, despite her severe nature, seemed a good fit for her. Opening the hood of the carit always messed with him that the engines were in the back on these thingsshe lifted a small duffel bag and started for the restroom at the end of the deck. 

Again he resisted the urge to follow her and convince her to do wicked things, but only just. When she reappeared in heavy clothing with her hair pulled up into a high ponytail, he sighed.

Christian opted to let her drive into townthis late in the evening would leave her plenty of parking options, plus it would make for an easier and more scentless getaway should they have to make one. Instead of taking the drivers seat, she handed her keys to him.

You know the city better than I do, she explained as she settled into the passenger seat. Once they were on the road, she turned to face him. To get to Sarah, you said I have to become like her… you mean I have to become addicted to vampire blood and be willing to become one, dont you? With his lips pressed into a grim line, Christian nodded. How long does Sarah have left?

I havent seen her in weeks now…but judging by the level of addiction and the way she was treated last time I did see her, Id say a week. Maybe less.

Then I dont have time. Lana threw herself back against the seat with a growl of frustration. He felt her painit might be her sister, but Sarah was also his friend.

He steered the car into a nearly empty parking lot next to an all-night diner and ushered her inside. The clothes she wore tonight were much more fitting for deep-winter weather such as the unseasonable noreaster they were under, though he felt a momentary mourning for the loss of her slim curves. Placing a hand in the middle of her back, he pulled out a chair for her, then seated himself across from her.

There is time, he said, but was unable to finish his statement, as the waitress appeared at his elbow. He ordered two cheeseburgers, and dismissed the girl with a wave of his hand. As I was saying, he continued when the girl was out of earshot, there is time, but the process is not easy.

Meaning?

Meaning instead of becoming addicted over time, the transformation takes place quickly. Hours, not weeks. Lana stared at the tabletop while he spoke. Her silence unnerved him, but he couldnt blame her. This was not the best of circumstances by any means, and with so little time, it meant a bit faster pace than either of them would like. When he continued, he spoke in a much lower tone so not to draw attention to the conversation. The whole point is to take in the blood, whether by intravenous injection or by draught. She paled a bit, but he kept going. If she meant to do this, neither of them had time to worry about queasiness. For the transformation to take effect fastest, it would require mutual bloodletting.

As in…I drink from you and you drink from me?

Christian didnt realize that hed wanted her to jump to that conclusion until she did. He couldnt even begin to imagine her drinking the blood of another man. He didnt want to imagine it, because he wanted to be the one with his mouth on her skin.

That she was even considering the proposal surprised him. He wondered how long it would be before she snapped, before she woke up and realized that she had been so focused on her sister that she had walked into a nightmare with open arms.

The waitress appeared again, depositing two plates of greasy food before them, but Lana made no move to eat. She continued to stare at the table, her gaze hazy as she mulled over the idea. The longer he looked at her, the hungrier Christian got. And though it was no consolation, he picked up the greasy, half-bloody burger and bit into it.

No, bovine blood was certainly no consolation.

How long would it take? Lana asked after several moments of silence. She shook her head and her eyes seemed to clear. Then she looked up at him, and her cheeks turned a warm, tempting pink color.

If timed carefully, just a few hours.

What happens if it isnt timed right?

You take in too much and turn. He bit into the burger again, and her face crumpled in confusion.

I thought vampires couldnt eat human food, she said, and glanced down at her own plate. Her stomach growled.

Vampirism isnt like you think, Lana. He placed the burger back on the plate and wiped his hands on his jeans. Like I said, we eat and drink, we breathe, we have heartbeats. We also crave human blood and will wither and die without it.

Thats kind of gross, she replied, startling a laugh out of him. However, the laugh quickly died as he spotted two familiar faces peering through the grimy door at him. He looked straight at her, reaching across the table to take her hand.

Are you planning to eat? he asked. She looked down at the plate, then back up at him.

Why?

Because I think were about to have company. We need to make a quick exit. She grabbed two fries from the plate and shoved them in her mouth whole, which puffed her cheeks out like a squirrel. Christian smirked and patted her hand before pulling a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet and throwing it on the table. Chew fast, sweetheart, he said, rising from the booth. She grabbed the burger, took a large bite, then grabbed her straw and stuffed her mouth further with soda. Shaking his head in amusement, he took her hand and led her to the side door just as the front door opened.

The pair watching him paused, then whispered something to each other that was lost in the din of the restaurant. Christian tugged her out the door and started down the sidewalk at a brisk pace. Beside him, Lana chewed the mouthful of food quickly, fighting to swallow it without choking. Any other time hed have laughed at her, but he heard the door of the diner open and the pair following them call his name.

Chew faster, he urged, picking up his pace. Lana was nearly running when she swallowed the final time and gave a weak, gagging cough.

Whats going on? she choked out.

Were being followed.

Shit.

Exactly. He swept her into his arms and began to run. Nine blocks later, Christian ducked into an alley and dropped her to her feet. Do you trust me, Lana? She looked up at him, her eyes wide and perfectly round, and nodded. Then just go with me on this, okay? She nodded again. He peered around the alley wall, listening as the footsteps moved in. Theyre coming, he said, turning and walking her back into the shadows. He pushed her back against the wall and took her face in his hands. Just go with it, he said, and kissed her.

This was no tentative first kiss. Christian pressed his full body against her, pinning her to the wall as he threaded his fingers and laid siege to her mouth. 


Chapter Five



A tremor of delight winged through Lanas belly. With his body pressed so fully against her, she could feel every ridge of muscle, every twitch, and every beat of his heart. Or was that her own? Either way, it didnt matter. He tasted of rare meat and grease, and his fingers, like ice, danced along her hairline as his tongue swept into her mouth and tangled with hers. As his slid his fingers over her shoulders and around her back between her and the wall, she let go a desperate whimper and leaned into him. There was no denying now how badly she wanted him.

The kiss seemed to go on forever, that sweetly erotic push-pull that made her lightheaded and reckless. When he finally pulled back, he sighed and pressed his forehead against hers.

I have wanted to do that since I first saw you, he said with a weak chuckle. And I want to do it again and again.

Thats not a good idea, considering were being followed, Lana said, still trying to be reasonable. Christian turned his head, but failed to hide his smirk. What? she asked, looking at his sheepish expression.

They bypassed us a while ago, he admitted. She should have been furious with him. Logically, she knew she should probably slap him or punch him. But after that soul-rattling kiss, all she could do was thank her lucky stars that he hadnt stopped sooner. I was being selfish, and I want to be selfish some more.

Then we should probably go, she said, though what she meant by that, she wasnt quite sure. Lets take my car this time. I dont want it towed in the morning.

Good idea. Lets go, he replied, taking her hand and tugging her out of the alley. Before he could put his arms around her she stretched hers toward him, curling against him as he started off down the street. Her cheeks stung from the icy wind, and he gave off no body heat to help, so by the time they stopped by her car, her teeth were audibly chattering. She handed over the keys again, and slid into the passengers seat.

He pulled the old car onto the main road, shifted it into a reasonable gear, and reached over to take her hand. As he threaded his fingers through hers, Lana realized that she was in way over her head. She had all but given a vampire the okay to bite her. Her sister was almost one of them, and before it was over she would be too.

Then it hit her that she was talking about vampires as if they had always been real to her. She looked down at her hand, twined around Christians, then up at his pale face, and the world began to swim. It felt like she was caught in the throes of a horrible nightmare; one that she couldnt seem to wake up from. 

She had considered all of these things, of course, but through the shock-filled haze of the last twenty-four hours. When she wasnt so close to it all, it seemed a little clearer. She could sort through the blur and pick out the incidents one by one. Now that she had time to stop and truly think, to put the pieces together and make sense of everything shed learned, all she found she had learned was that none of it made sense. 

At all.

Christian? she asked to break the silence. Her voice sounded weak and reedy, even to her own ears.

Yeah?

Whats it like to be a scab? In the darkness, she watched his face contort. He thought about it for a long time, and as the city lights disappeared in favor of suburban sprawl and patches of forest, he sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh.

I dont really remember, he said. There is a constant craving, a sort of mindlessness that leaves you feeling lost. I mean, youre lucid the whole time, but its like being lucid from inside someone elses head.

Lana leaned back against the seat and stared forward, trying hard to ignore the feeling of Christians thumb brushing gently over her wrist. Despite that, and no matter how hard she tried to reroute her mind, she kept circling back to the same frightening thought.

If we get in there, will Sarah know who I am?

After a moment of silence, Christian said, I wish you hadnt asked that.

She wont know me, will she?

Im sure shell know you, he replied. But I cant promise she wont try to bite you.

She also wished she hadnt asked. Part of her wished she had never even come to Boston in the first place. But even as she thought it she felt guilty for it. Sarah needed her, whether she knew it or not.

The rest of the ride back to Christians house was made in silence. He continued to hold onto her until in parking, he was absolutely forced to take control of the gearshift. In the blink of an eye, he was around the car and opening her door, and even pulled her bag out of her hands. Lacing his fingers through hers again, he towed her inside, then immediately rounded on her, backed her against the door, and kissed her again.

In the relative safety of his home, he showed no restraint, lifting her from the floor by the waist as he pushed his tongue between her lips, using it to draw her into that intimate dance. Lana responded in kind, twining her arms around his neck and subsequently letting her head empty of everything but the taste of his mouth and the feel of his hands on her body.

He broke away from her mouth, trailing his lips over her jaw and down her throat. Lana tensed as he pressed his nose to the artery there and inhaled. A purr of satisfaction rumbled up his throat as he traced his tongue along the same spot.

You smell divine, he whispered against her neck, kissing the spot before sniffing again. Im so hungry, Lana… His next movement startled her. The needle-thin scrape of sharpened teeth dragged over her neck, immediately sobering her.

Christian, stop… she whimpered, pushing against his shoulders. He immediately returned her to her feet and took a step back. His lips were pressed tightly closed, but behind them she could still see the outline of his descended fangs. I…Im scared.

I wont hurt you, he said, but made no move to close the distance he had put between them. I would never hurt you.

If you bite me, it will hurt. His eyes closed and he nodded once. Im scared of the pain.

When he reopened his eyes and focused on her, Christian smiled. The sparkling white of his fangs showed through his lips, making her heart skip in her chest. He chuckled. 

Of all things to frighten you, Lana, he said with a laugh, I would hardly expect my teeth to do it.

Theyre sharp.

I can do much more damage with my hands than I can with my teeth, sweetheart. 

Lana wrapped her arms around her body and sank to the floor, drawing her knees up under her chin. There was no doubt from the throb racing through every sensitive part of her body that she wanted him. Shed known how this was going to end as soon as she agreed to come back to this house. By morning, she wouldnt be human anymore. But now that it was here…the whole concept terrified her.

Christian took two steps forward and knelt in front of her. She couldnt bring herself to look at him until he placed two fingers under her chin and lifted it. He leaned forward and softly pressed his lips to hers. There was no pressure there, no expectation, nothing but a gentle and chaste and heartfelt kiss that rattled her all the way to her toes.

I can make it easier on you, he said, holding her gaze with those strange eyes. While she watched, he lifted his other wrist to his mouth and drew his teeth across the skin. Blood pooled there, and with the tiniest of smiles, brought his arm up to his tongue, where he gathered the liquid. The fingers under Lanas chin moved to her throat, then the back of her head as he towed her close. With his own blood on his lips, he brought her mouth to his. The bitter, metallic taste filled her mouth and her eyes drifted closed. For a moment Lana thought she would be sick, but then the world around her seemed to slow down. Her limbs grew heavy, yet at the same time she felt completely weightless. His arms encased her, and she felt like she was flying. Christian continued to kiss her, the steady back-and-forth swipe of his tongue over hers, teasing at her lips, his teeth nipping at her tongue as it ventured forward to tangle around his. 

Her back hit something soft that she vaguely registered as the mattress. Christian broke the connection between their mouths only long enough to pull her sweater over her head and remove his T-shirt. She opened her eyes and reached out to touch the smooth hardness of his chest, drawing her index finger along the cold ripples of muscle. Beneath her touch he shivered, but he allowed her to explore as he removed his belt and reached behind him to tug at her shoes.

Leaning toward her, Christian drew one hand down the side of her face. The wound on his arm was nearly healed already, but drops of blood still lingered on his mouth. He leaned down to kiss her again, but she stopped him with a hand to his chest.

Christian, I…I dont want to be a scab. She released a stuttering breath as the hand moving down her face traveled over her throat and down into the valley between her breasts. He paused there, as if feeling her heartbeat.

I had no intention of letting that happen, he answered, and kissed her again. Those words were all it took for Lana to come alive beneath him. Her hands were everywhere, fingernails scoring the skin of his back before swinging around to tug at the button on his jeans. She writhed beneath him as he pulled loose the clasp of her bra and pushed his hand underneath. She moaned as his fingertip grazed the taut flesh of her nipple and she arched into him. The small sliver of rationality left in her brain told her to slow down, to back off and enjoy the last few moments of her life.

But her hormones quickly silenced her last rational thought. If she was supposed to enjoy the rest of her life, what better way to do so than in Christians arms?


Chapter Six



He was so hungry and so needy… the way she moved beneath him told him that she was too. If she continued to do what she was doing, to look up at him through those smoky, green eyes, Christian feared he might not be able to keep the promise he had made. He didnt want to hurt her, but he was so far gone that he couldnt be sure he wouldnt.

Having worked the zipper down, Lana snaked her hand inside his jeans and with a gasp of surprise, closed her fingers around his cock. Her touch was like a bolt of electricity to his body, and the pulsing member leaped in her hand. Returning the favor, Christian grazed his thumb across her breast, centering on her nipple and stroking it with growing pressure. She mewled and twisted, pressing her body up against his and twining her legs around his hips. 

He could never remember wanting a woman more as he stretched back, gingerly removing her hands from his jeans before kicking off the offending article and laying her bare to his view. He peeled her pants away to reveal a pair of white silk panties, the same material from which her bra was made. She stretched her arms over his head as he looked at her, her eyes glazed and already turning slightly milky. He hesitated a moment, wondering whether he should continue this game, or turn her first and then have his way with her.

Lana effectively silenced that train of thought as she reached for him, her fingertips just grazing the tip of his cock. Frustrated, she sat up and closed her hand around it, then kissed his lips and shoved him backward. Christian toppled to the mattress with a grunt, and before he could think again, she was on him, stroking him to the absolute limit before taking his aching head between her lips. His eyes widened and he gasped in surprise. Her hair fell around her face, and he reached down to push it to one side. He didnt want to miss a second of this.

She drew her lips up along his length as her fingers tightened around the base of his cock, stroking in time with the wet heat of her mouth. The delicious friction was almost too much to take. When she released him with a sucking pop to slide her tongue along the ridge down the underside, his hips involuntarily lifted, as if controlled completely by his cock instead of his brain. Lana batted her eyes at him and smiled, and in half a second he had her pinned to the bed under him. He straddled her thighs, holding her in place by the throat while he ripped away her underwear.

The time for gentleness was gone; he wanted her too badly. He was too hungry. And she had teased him too much. Lana reached for him again, but be batted her hand awaythere was absolutely no way he would last if she touched him again.

Christian… Lana gasped, twisting and turning beneath him, straining to reach him. 

Steady, love, he whispered, using his knees to move hers apart. She stretched her arms over her head, clutching at the edge of the mattress as he drew her legs up over his hips. Uninhibited, Lana slithered atop the rumpled sheets, squirming closer. Christian laid one hand against her belly, and with the other parted her slick folds. She whimpered and bit her bottom lip, raising her hips in welcome as he slid one finger down her cleft and inside. She moaned, her body pumping in time with his hand, urging him deeper into her slick channel. The obscenity that passed his lips was nearly unintelligible as he added a second finger, pushing deep inside her. Curling his fingers upward, he stroked her inner walls, relishing the whimpers and moans that escaped her clenched teeth. He pushed her higher and higher, continuing a steady pace until she was shivering with need under his hands. She chanted his name over and over, a quiet plea for more. 

Far be it from me to deny her, he thought, pulling his hands away. Christian was rewarded with a harsh cry of frustration. He peered up at her and smiled at the snarl twisting her face. Even furious, she was beautiful.

Taking her by the hips, Christian pulled her forward, sliding in to the hilt with one smooth thrust. Lana screamed as her body seized around him. Tucking his hands under her waist as she continued to spasm, he lifted her to straddle his lap, angling high and deep as he began to thrust. She twined her arms around his neck as low, keening sobs issued from her open mouth, her body still pulsing and squeezing with each frantic beat of her heart. His fangs throbbed to the point of pain.

As her orgasm subsided, Lana moved against him, rocking her hips up and down his length in time with his thrusts, deepening each sensation. She let her eyes drift closed as she searched out his bloody lips and kissed him again, her tongue pushing into his mouth with each pass of her hips. Christian clutched at her, groaning in satisfaction as she broke the kiss, her tongue tickling along his jaw.

Then she paused, and laid her hands on his shoulders. Fixing him with a strong look, Lana leaned close to him. Christian leaned back, matching her gaze, and stilled under her. For one flawless moment, the rest of the world seemed to fall away. There was nothing left but the two of them, locked together in this intimate embrace. Her eyes, already milky, still spoke of her strengthshe was fighting iteven as she tilted her head back and exposed her throat.

Do it, she said, and a delicate shiver ran down her spine, clenching her sex around him again. Christian looked at her, a goddess in his arms, then closed his hands around her waist, thrust hard, and sank his teeth into her throat.

Hot, sweet blood hit the back of his throat and he groaned. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders as he drank from her; her body trembled in his arms, her sex tightening around his cock with each hard, deep thrust. He could easily fuck her forever, if he didnt drain her dry first.

It took every shred of self-control he possessed, but Christian broke away from her throat and lay her back against the bed. Thin rivulets of blood ran down her chest, staining her skin as they curled around her right nipple. As he continued his brutal assault, he bent and licked the red liquid from her body, his tongue playing around her nipple for a moment, flattening and passing across to take in the taste of skin and blood. He drew his done over her breast then up her throat to catch the last drops of congealing blood from the wound at her throat. 

She looked so pale, so fragile, even as her body continued to suck greedily at him, to pull him deeper and deeper. He lifted a hand to his chest and, using one sharp fingernail, sliced through his skin. Her eyes fixed on that spot and in half a second he reversed their positions so that she was lying atop him, his cock still buried deeply inside her. Lana sought out that wound with lips and tongue, latching on with a ferocity he never would have imagined. She began suckling at his chest, her body rising in falling in perfect time with her heartbeatrapid, shallow movements that brought her quickly back to a trembling mess. The feeling of her mouth sucking at him, her tight, little body holding his dick captive, and the rush of his blood leaving his vein left him light-headed. She broke away from his chest, her back arching, and she screamed as she shattered. Christians eyes rolled back into his head, and with one final upward thrust, he crushed her body down against his and came hard.

They lay that way for a long time afterward, their bodies connected as hers began to cool. Her head rested against his chest, and from there he could see the marks on her neck already starting to knit. Her breathing was deep and even. It would be the last time that she would sleep, and he was reluctant to wake her, even as the sun started to rise outside. The curtains were still drawn, and he vaguely heard the sound of Harlan coming in.

The old vampire went downstairs without a word, for which Christian was thankful. It would do none of them any good to have to explain such a compromising position. Yes, hed just bitten the woman hed sworn to protect. Yes, hed all but fucked her into oblivion. And damn it, he already wanted to do it again.

When Lana finally stirred, she made soft, sleepy noises before sliding off of him and curling into his side. He immediately mourned the loss of her body heat, and the feel of her sex still wrapped tightly around his cock.

He held her close, watching her face until it turned toward his and her eyes fluttered open. The orbs, which had once been green, were now an icy blue, flecked with bits of red and green. She reminded him a bit of a Christmas tree.

Welcome back, he said with a smile, and leaned to kiss her forehead. She smiled in return and stretched her arm across him.

I was going to ask you if I dreamed all of that. Lana yawned and gave a shivering, catlike stretch up his side. 

Feel any different?

A little, she said, stretching again as if testing her muscles. She smiled up at him, the tips of her canine teeth long and sharp. More limber…clearer…and not the least bit tired.

Hungry?

A little.

Then we should probably have dinner.

Her eyes sparkled as she sat up. He looked down her nude body with great appreciation. It would be so easy to pull her under him and have his way with her again, but there wasnt time. 

Whats for dinner? she asked as he sat up and reached for his jeans.

Long pig, he replied, glancing over his shoulder just in time to watch her face wrinkle up in distaste. I know, it isnt the most appetizing of dinner ideas, but you need the fortification. Christian pulled his jeans up over his hips. He refused to turn around again; if he did, there was no telling when he would let Lana out of the house.

She rose and walked past him, completely nude, down the hallway. A moment later he heard the zipper on her duffel bag, and when she returned to the room, she was covered in a long, slinky dress, the same color blue as her new eyes.

Following her lead, he rushed to get dressed, and in a moment they were moving out the door into the cold night. He took her hand, and with a smile, began to run. She kept up with him effortlessly, and while he was proud of her immediate leap into her new existence, he mourned the loss of her warm arms wrapped around him as he ran.

He led her to a small tavern just inside the Salem town limits. Christian pulled her to a stop just outside the door and tugged her around back of the building.

The first thing you need to know, he said quietlyso quietly that he knew humans would not hear him clearly, is that you do not have to take a life to feed. Keep track of the heartbeatwhen it slows, let go.

Christian, I cant do this.

You can, he urged. Not that you have much choice. He laid a hand against her back. Women are typically more trusting. Convince one to help you, and she will be easy to take down.

You talk like Im stalking wild game or something.

You sort of are, he reminded her. You are a hunter now. Lets get you something to eat.

Christian took Lanas hand and led her around to the front of the building. It was nearly empty, and the two waitresses stood next to the bar, more interested in watching television than waiting on the few patrons. The little, blonde one looked like she would be easy, so with a last bit of advice on the perfect takedown, he sent Lana in.

Christian watched from the window as she ordered a drink, struck up a conversation with the girl, and ultimately led her out the door. They started toward him and he shrank back against the building, out of sight of the girl. As they passed, Lana winked at him, then followed the girl into the darkened parking lot. A moment later, he heard a strangled cry, and then the blonde stumbled back toward the building, a dazed and contented look on her face.

Once the door was sufficiently closed, he stalked over, smirking as he found Lana sitting on the tailgate of a battered, old pickup truck, licking the girls blood from her hands. Christian walked up to her, took her hand in his, and sucked her index finger clean. Then, taking her by the throat, he tugged her forward and licked the trail of blood from her chin to her mouth. When he kissed her, she tasted of the blonde.

Beautiful job, sweetheart, he said against her lips as they parted. Are you ready to hear the next part of the plan?


Chapter Seven



Lana slid off the tailgate and landed soundlessly on her feet. This new… what was she supposed to call it? Not life, necessarily, but whatever it was… it was fantastic. The speed, the movement, and the near-euphoric feeling of tapping directly into a human vein were all so amazing. And the way Christian made her feel when he touched her or kissed her…

It was all so hard to take in, yet her concentration seemed more focused than ever. All the while in the back of her mind she wondered what would happen when Sarah saw her.

Lana? Christian asked, waving his hand in front of her face, you still with me?

Im here, she said, batting at his arm. He chuckled and tugged her against his side. 

So, about getting back into the club…

It shouldnt be a problem now that Im like you, should it?

Technically, no, he said, tugging her toward the sidewalk, but Xanthe is a little on the possessive side. If she sees another woman thats prettier than she is, she might lose her mind.

It sounds like she already has, Lana replied with a frown. How someone could do the things this woman had done and still be considered at all sane was beyond her. So how do I get in?

I wondered that myself, Christian said, then I had a thought.

Must have been a surprise, Lana retorted, immediately ducking out from under his arm and dancing away as he took a playful swing at her.

Smart ass. Lana stuck her tongue out at him and giggled, and immediately found herself backed up against a lamppost with his body pressed against hers. Dont offer unless youre willing to follow through. His voice was low, nearly lost in a growl. Lana looked up at him, defiant, and stuck her tongue out at him again. His growl grew louder, and he bent, sucking her tongue into his mouth. Her eyes fell closed as he kissed her. When his hand closed around her throat, she shoved backward, knocking him into the dirty slush on the sidewalk, and landed on top of him. She bent close to his ear, tracing its cuff with her tongue before whispering into it.

That goes both way, princess. 

Chuckling, Christian lifted her and settled her on his feet, then pulled himself out of the muddy ice. As much fun as this is, it isnt the least bit productive. Now, are you going to listen to what I have to say, or are you going to make me drag you back to the house and make you behave?

You can make me behave later, she said, straightening her dress. What was this thought of yours?

Tomorrow is Halloween. The club always has a big masquerade ball.

So we get to dress up?

Yes, but it wont be for fun.

Are you kidding? Lana squealed. She hadnt been this excited about something silly in a long time. Perhaps it was her new confidence… or maybe just madness settling in. Dressing up is always for fun!

Maybe so, Christian replied, taking her arm and turning her toward the end of town, but you cant let the costume get in the way of your mission. Lets just hope the shop has something worthwhile.

Lana sighed as they started to run. She knew that. She knew Sarahs life hung in the balance, but she hadnt had a real Halloween costume in years. Of course, looking for something the night before Halloween was probably going to be a lesson in patience and frustration. Most places she knew of would have been completely picked through a week ago.

Luckily, the place Christian took her seemed to have a decent stock… of animal costumes, she realized as she wandered through the messy rows. There were plenty of palates of vampire makeupa sight that made her break down into a fit of giggles in the aisleand black capes. The few decent costumes she saw were all for either a size two, or a plus-sized girl. 

Sometimes being of average size really sucks, she muttered as Christian came around the corner of the next aisle. His arms were full, and he dropped the pile at her feet so they could sort through.

Were a little late. The good stuff is gone, he said, and picked out three packages. Lana eyed them suspiciously until she realized that they were all mens sizes.

A vampire? Really? she asked with a smirk. Why dont you just go as yourself?

He sighed at her. What other vampire would think to dress up as a vampire?

Lana shook her head and began to dig through the mess of things hed pulled. There was a hippie costume, which she immediately threw over her shoulder. No way in hell. She found a penguin costume, which earned Christian a very hard glare.

You have to be kidding, she said with a grunt, and threw the furry mess back at him. Christian laughed, and reached into the pile to pull something from the bottom. For a moment Lana wasnt sure what it was, then she turned the hanger around in his hand and looked at the label. This could work.

I thought you might like it, he replied, and pulled the snaps on the plastic bag open. A dress fell outa red and black plaid number with a wide, frilled skirt and a corset-style bodice. It was cheaply made, but would serve its purpose. And it was more or less the right size. 

While she inspected the dress, Christian continued to dig in the pile, returning with a pair of red lace stockings and matching gloves. He also pulled out a black parasol. All we need is a mask to hide your face, and youll be perfect.

Lana eyed him suspiciously. This doesnt have anything to do with the fact that you want to see me dressed up like a doll, does it? If hed been able, she was certain he would have blushed.

Maybe a little. He pushed the items into her hands. Plus itll get you enough attention that if you come in as my… he paused, as if searching for the right word, …consort, then youre certain to get farther. Plus, the scent of humans all around us will mask the fact that you no longer have one.

Good to know, she said, feeling her excitement run a little flat. Will this plan work?

I hope so, Christian replied, and rose from the mess hed created. We need to find you a mask. Theyre getting ready to close.

Lana followed him up the aisle, watching as he pulled several of the silly makeup palates from the racks. Pausing at the end of the aisle, he turned sharply to the left and Lana followed, watching with a mixture of amusement and horror as he stopped before a rack of colored contact lenses.

What are you doing? she asked, taking a step back as she clutched at her new clothes.

Were going to make you a scab, he replied, picking out a pair of solid white contacts. If I offer you up in exchange for the watchers head, were guaranteed to get in.

So Im bait?

Pretty much.

Great. Sounds like fun. Cant wait, she said with a snort, and turned for the register. As the girl behind the counter began to ring up her purchases, Lana looked at the total growing with each new scan. Good thing she had a credit card; otherwise there was no way this was going to work. As she pulled her wallet from her pocket, Christian reached around her to toss the contacts and a half-face Venetian-style mask on top of the pile. The total continued to climb, but Christian was there with a handful of cash, and used her stunned silence to swipe the bag from the counter and start out the door. Lana stared after him, her mouth hanging open.

Sweet guy, the clerk said. Lana nodded. I wish my boyfriend would buy me an awesome costume like that.

Yeah, Lana replied, distracted, and followed Christian out the door. On the sidewalk, she stalked up and grabbed his arm. What the hell was that?

What?

You just spent nearly two hundred dollars!

Your point?

Its my costume!

And its my idea, he said, turning to start down the sidewalk. She grabbed him and jerked him back. Look, the costume will probably be ruined tomorrow night. Its the least I can do for turning you and putting you in danger.

Christian, I was already in danger, remember? Youre the one thats keeping me out of most of it.

Maybe so, but I cant see letting you spend money on something that Im going to enjoy so much. He gave her one of those sly smiles of his and curled his arm around her waist. Its late. We should probably go home now.

Lana rolled her eyes. She could almost hear the ulterior motive in his voice. 

You want to go home and have me model the costume.

Christian didnt answer. He only grinned, and began to run.

Well dont get your heart set on it! she cried after him, and sprinted down the darkened street.


Chapter Eight



Christian sat on the edge of the bed, waiting patiently while Lana dressed. As hed purchased the costume the previous evening, he freely admitted a selfish desire to see her wearing it. Too bad she was stubborn and refused to model it for him. Good thing, though, because he probably would have shredded it trying to get to her.

As hed explained to her, the costume would be the best distraction for the watchers and the older crowd. If she looked the part of a scab, she would likely get farther without suspicion. After all, a new vampire in Xanthes territory would stand out like a broken fang.

Of course, there was always the chance they would kill her once they learned her identity, but he chose not to think about that yet. Once he got her in, Christian was certain Lana would be able to take care of herself well enough to stay alive. She was tough and stubborn and determined to see her sister again.

While relegated to the bedroom to wait, Christians thoughts turned to an absurd idea. He picked up a notebook and pen, and scribbled a letter. Even if the foolhardy plan didnt work, it was worth a try. Plus, there was a chance that in delivering this letter, Harlan might be seen as something more than an old lunatic who had outlived his usefulness.



Elders,

Harlan has come before you as a personal favor to me. Please accept my sincerest apologies in not presenting my case to you myself, but an emergency has arisen and time will not allow. 

It has come to my attention that The Mausoleum has been participating in illegal activity for quite some time. A friend of mine, a young woman named Lana Roberts, has informed me that her twin sister, Sarah, has gone missing. Knowing what I know of The Mausoleum and Xanthes less than honorable actions, I have reason to believe that Sarah is being held against her will inside the clubs private chambers. I believe the young human has become addicted to vampiric blood, and is being used as a feeder by Xanthes co-conspirators.

I fear Sarah may not have much time left, particularly since Xanthe has a penchant for the dramatic. I humbly request your help in securing Sarahs safety, as Lana refuses to leave Boston without her sister. Any assistance you might provide would be greatly appreciated.

Thank you for your time and consideration on this matter.



Sincerely,

Christian Sterling



Christian folded the letter and placed it in an envelope. Across the front of it, he wrote the words Distinguished Boston Elders.

Harlan, he called, leaning out of the bedroom door to call down the basement stairs. A moment later, Harlan appeared, grumbling about a lack of good food in the house. I need a favor.

You always need something, boy.

I know, Christian replied, keeping his voice low. In the bathroom, he could hear Lana muttering as she fumbled with the ties on her dress. I need you to take this letter to the Elders. I have to take Lana into the club again, and it isnt safe.

You really think theyll listen to me?

I think theyll at least consider you if once they read this, Christian said. Please hurry. Harlan took the letter, then straightened his old back, and saluted Christian with a low, formal bow.

It shall be my honor and privilege to convey this message to the Elders Council.

Thank you, Harlan, Christian replied as the crazy old vampire disappeared through the front door. He rolled his eyes and scratched at the back of his head. Old fool has quite the flair for the dramatic, he muttered.

What was that? Lana asked, startling him. He hadnt heard her open the door or come up behind him. Her lack of scent and new stealth skills could work to his disadvantage should he ever decide to play hide-and-seek with her.

I sent Harlan to ask the Elders for help. Christian took a deep breath and turned. Lana stood just behind him in stocking feet. The dress, while a cheap imitation of the real Gothic Lolita style, hugged her body and flared brilliantly around her knees. The laces pushed against her breasts, threatening to spill them from her neckline. The lace stockings slithered over her skin, and the matching gloves gave the appearance that her hands were coated in blood. Shed tied her hair up into pigtails on either side of her head. On her face she wore a layer of white crème makeup with black and gray shadows to her eyes, and a perfect, red heart drawn over her lips. With her icy eyes, she looked almost ghostlike. Wow… he said on a whistle.

You dont think its too much?

He stared at her, mouth agape. Christian wasnt sure how to answer that. At first, all he could think about shoving her back against the wall, but there was no time. On one hand, he didnt want to stop looking at her, but on the other, he wasnt sure he wanted to share this view with anyone else.

You look amazing, he said after a long pause. I was just considering keeping you all for myself.

After we get Sarah out of there, well negotiate, she replied. Do you think this will work?

Once you get the contacts in, youll be perfect. The comment drew a smile to her lips. Now get your shoes on. We can wait until were closer to the club before you put the contacts in, because theyre almost guaranteed to make you have trouble seeing.

Great, she muttered, just one more stupid thing to make this night even harder.

Look at it this way, he said, taking hold of her hands, if Harlan can convince the Elders to check the place out, we shouldnt have a problem.

And if they decide to ignore him?

Then were going to have trouble.

Lana sighed. Just what we need…more freaking trouble.

It cant be easy.

I know. You need to get dressed.

Going, he said, though as he passed he took the opportunity to pull her into his arms and kiss her. She only allowed it for a moment before pushing him away.

Quit…youre going to ruin my makeup!

Im going… He sighed and continued into the bedroom where his corny costume hung on the back of the closet door. He dressed quickly and applied a thin layer of makeup to his already pale skin. The costume would be sure to garner some attention…hopefully it would be enough to keep the focus from Lana. If not, there was no telling what would happen.

Took you long enough, Lana said with a snort when Christian opened the door. She looked him over, then burst into a fit of laughter. He couldnt blame her…he looked pretty ridiculous. If it werent for the blue hair hanging in his face, he could have passed for a young Bela Lugosi. Too bad real vampires didnt approve of the old hack.

Ready? he asked, bypassing her comment and his own sudden distaste for the costume. 

Not really.

Me either. Come on. Taking her hand, Christian led her outside and to the car. I thought we might try this a bit differently this time, he added, opening the passengerside door of her car for her. Plus this will buy Harlan a little extra time.

But what about Sarah?

Sarah isnt going anywhere yet. If they plan to make a meal out of her, it wont be until midnight. Lana looked down at her watch and groaned.

That isnt very reassuring, she said. She looked scared, and he couldnt really blame her. If it had been his sister in that situation, hed have been just as anxious.

It is. We have time.

Despite his constant reassurances, Lana was jumpy all the way into town. Every time the car slowed at a traffic light, roundabout, or street sign, she would tense and stare out the windows, as if waiting for the darkness to descent and sweep her away. Rather than trying to reassure her, Christian chose to remain silent. It would do no good to give her false hope.

He steered the little car into a parking space near the docks, then turned and took her hand. Even with her new existence, Lana still shivered. The look in her eyes was one of wild terror.

I wish I could tell you this would turn out all right, he said, regretting the words as her chin began to tremble, but I cant do that. This will be dangerous. You have to stay alert. Dont let your emotions betray your common sense, Lana.

Are you telling me not to be scared?

Only a fool would go in there and not be scared. Just dont let your fear cloud your judgment.

Point taken. She sighed, hesitated a moment, then opened her palm to reveal the small, plastic container holding her contacts. Do I put these in now?

Yes.

Lana groaned, but pushed the small, glass discs into her eyes. They hurt… and yeah, they really do make it hard to see. She dug around in the console and came out with a mirror. Turning it from one side to the other, she squinted at it, and made an awful face that would have normally made Christian laugh.

Lana tied her mask into place, hiding the upper portion of her face, save her eyes. When she turned to look at him, Christian could not suppress the shudder that raced through him. The white makeup coupled with the new, blank stare momentarily made him forget that he was not looking at Sarah.

Christian, whats wrong? she asked, and hearing the difference in her voice helped clear the sudden fog in his brain. He shook his head and pushed open the car door.

Nothing, he said. Letting her know how awful her sister looked beforehand was likely a bad idea, so he opted again to keep his mouth shut. Stick close to me, he said as he took her hand and started down the sidewalk. Dont speak unless spoken directly to. Dont answer any questionlet me do the talking.

Why?

To make this work, we have to make them think that youre a scab. The eyes are perfect. Within a block of the clubhe could already hear the noise and smell the stench of sweating human bodies in moldy costumesChristian pulled Lana to a stop and backed her up against the wall. Theres one more thing, he said.

Whats that?

Dont scream, he said, lifting her arm and digging his fangs into her forearm. She let go a high, keening squeal, but by the time she was able to draw in the breath to scream properly, hed let go of her. One more time, he said. This one is probably going to hurt worse because your arm is already in pain… but the marks are necessary.

Couldnt we have done this with makeup? She whimpered, hanging her head as she cradled her bleeding arm.

They know the difference between makeup and scabs. Now give me your arm. She did so, but reluctantly. Christian lifted her arm again, this time sinking his teeth into the flesh just above her wrist. Cool, sweet blood flooded his mouth with each beat of her rabbiting heart. Even as one of his kind, Lana still had the sweetest blood he had ever tasted. And she was a young enough vampire that she still tasted human. Mostly.

Isnt it just going to heal? she asked, her voice strained with pain as he took her hand again and started around the corner.

Yes, but youre still human enough that it will take time. The scabs should already be in place. Just dont pick at them and well be good. And, he added, pulling her to a stop again, whatever I say in there, do not under any circumstances react.

She grunted, but otherwise said nothing as they turned and started across the street toward the old warehouse. Humans and vampires alike scurried along the sidewalks, all in costumes as outlandish as his own, if not more so. Many humans had opted for the same costumethe bad vampire getup really was overdone, though he saw no one else dressed remotely close to Lana. It could be both a blessing and a curse, he knew… she would be easy to find.

She would also be easy to find. 

And the more she stood out, the more dangerous this ruse was. Christian only hoped as they walked up to the new scab at the door and passed into the hallway without a word that Harlan pulled through in time.

Play blank, he whispered, pulling Lana close to his side. She shivered beside him, but she followed along obediently, her mouth slightly opened, possibly in awe or terror. Either way, she was as blank as she was going to get.

Christian started across the floor, weaving his way through the couches and chairs filled with addicts and hopefuls, all the while very aware of the curious stares on both him and Lana. From the dark corners of the building, he caught sight of eyes sparkling in the darkness. He swallowed the bile rising in his throatthe watchers had spotted them already. They would be lucky to make it to the bar before they were cornered.

The eyes moved toward them, followed by the dark-skinned faces in which they were set. Not good.

Shit… he mumbled, tightening his grip on Lana. Weve been spotted… we have to hide. He tugged her forward, moving through the crowd and onto the dance floor. Bodies writhed around them, threatening to break them apart. Some of the dancers turned to glance at them, but most were so drunk on their blood cocktails that they never even noticed. If he remembered correctly, the hallway that would lead to the private quarters was near the stage. If they could just get to the hallway…

Where do you think youre going, Sterling? The deep, booming voice cut through the noise of the music as a hand came down on Christians shoulder. He tried to shake it off, but the grip was like a vise. Instead, he pulled Lana under his arm and shielded her from the brute rounding on him.

Garrett, he said with a chuckle. Nice to see you again…didnt I rip your head off the other night?

That was my brother, shithead. What the hell are you doing back in here?

I have a gift for Xanthe, he replied. I thought she might like a pretty, little snack. Under his arm, he felt Lana tense, but she otherwise did not respond. She kept her head down and her lips parted. Ill just be taking her up now.

Not so fast.

Oh youre going to announce my arrival? Christian grinned up at him. Fabulous. Ill just be taking the scab to the hall to wait. Jerking his arm out of the large vampires grip, he turned and pushed Lana through the crowd, into one of the side hallways, and backed her up against the wall, using his body and the ridiculous cape he wore to block her from the view of the rest of the club.


Chapter Nine



What the hell, Christian? Lana snapped, punching at his chest. She couldnt believe what shed just heard. He actually had the nerve to offer her up as a sacrifice to the one person she wanted to get away from? 

Hush, he ordered, pressing her back against the wall as he laid his hand over her mouth. I told you not to react, and Im glad you didnt. I had to tell him something to get rid of him. If he got a good look at you, hed know.

How? Im in costume with makeup! she mumbled from behind his hand. Lana considered biting him, but the smell of blood, vampire or otherwise, might set off a riot in this hellhole.

Everyone here knows Sarah. He moved his hand from her mouth.

Be glad I cant see well enough to rip your head off.

I thank the stars every second. His voice dripped with sarcasm, and only served to anger her more. 

Ass.

Always, he replied. He used his considerably larger size and strength to back her farther down the hall. No matter what happens from here out, dont for a moment think that Im going to willingly let anything happen to you.

You offered me up as a meal!

Only to get us in. Through the milky haze of the contacts, she could see very little other than his vague outline. And dont be pissed, but I might have to do it again. Her rage threatened to boil over, but when his fingers gently grazed her cheek, she forgot all the reasons why she wanted to tear his throat out. And for the record, he lowered his head until his lips just touched her ear, nobody gets to eat you but me. Before she could respond, his mouth was on hers, feeding at her lips and tongue. She could taste the makeup on him, but when his hands slid up under her ruffled skirt to the curve of her ass, she forgot to care about the way she looked. She pushed her own hands under the cape, sliding her palms over the ridges of his abdomen to tug his shirt free. His skin was cool and taut, and when she hooked her fingernails and scored his chest, he let out a deep, low growl.

He moved to her throat, his fangs grazing her skin as he continued to tease and taste, lifting her from the ground. She twisted her legs around his hips, clinging to him as he pushed away the layers of fabric between them, balling it up between her body and his. Cool fingers tickled over the opening of her sex and she bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out. Lana tangled her fingers in his hair and pulled his mouth back to hers as she rocked her body forward against his fingers, silently pleading for more. 

Christian obeyed, curling his arm tighter around her thigh and pressing his fingers deep inside her. The muscles in her back tightened as she clamped her body around his fingers, causing her to arch away from the wall, pressing her breasts hard against his chest as she took in the sensation of his hand moving against her. Each feeling, each new touch or caress seemed more acute, more crisp and clear than it had the first time. But shed been human then, and her senses had been much duller. 

Christian… she whispered against his lips, clinging to him for dear life as she moved over his hand, showing him what she craved. He captured her mouth again, twisting his fingers and stroking in long, deep movements until she balanced on the brink of oblivion, then pulled his hand away. Lana gasped, her whole body tensing in surprise and agony.

Within half a second, he took hold of her hips, jerked her forward, and buried his cock inside her. Her mouth wrenched open in a silent scream and she threw her head back as her body seized, pulsing in much-needed release. Still he continued to thrust, hard and fast, her back slamming against the wall with each movement. Each pass of his cock, the feeling of his hips hitting hers, renewed the pulse of pleasure in her center. 

Small grunts of pleasure escaped him as he moved, using his hands to lift and position her perfectly for each thrust. Lana thought that delicious friction could not get any better, even as the sparkles of orgasm subsided, but his lips found her throat again, and a second later she felt the sharp sting of his fangs breaking the skin.

Each drop of blood that left her vein was felt. Each pulse of his throat as he drank of her resonated through his lips, and each hard thrust of his cock deep inside her took her higher and higher until she thought she would lose consciousness.

Outside the sphere of his arms, Lana still heard the heavy beat of the music, the sounds of pleasure from the humans and vampires alike on the main floor. They were only a dozen steps from the dance floor…surely anyone could turn and see them.

Christian broke away from her neck, grabbing her face and jerking her head back so that he could kiss her. Tasting her blood on his mouth, Lana forgot that anyone else was even in the building. The odd sensation of drinking herself came over her, and three hard thrusts later, she shattered again, followed quickly by his muted howl of ecstasy.

He leaned against her, his breathing fast and shallow, and laid his head against her shoulder. Lana clung to him, her own heartbeat too rapid to be considered human, her body still shaking from the power of their coupling. Never in her life had she experienced something so forceful, so exquisite. It would be so easy to get lost in him.

When Christian finally settled her back to her feet, she expected the wobbliness that accompanied human clumsiness, but it never came. He took a step back to adjust his clothes while she repositioned her own skirt, then adjusted the garters on her stockings that had come loose.

When this is over, he said as he pulled her close again, you and I are going somewhere very far away, and not coming out for a very long time.

Sounds good to me, she replied, leaning up to kiss his lips. Lets get this over with so we can get on our way.

Good plan. Christian took her handshe could feel a tremor in his skin to match hersand led her deeper into the building. As the sound of the music faded into the background, so did the scent of human blood. This new hallway felt cold and damp. Like a tomb, she thought with a startling shudder. The whole building felt like death.

From one of the rooms above, Lana heard the sound of a womans laughter. It sounded as hollow and deathly as the building felt, and it made her blood run cold. Christians fingers tightened around hers, and without being told, she knew exactly who had made that sound.

Xanthe.

Fighting the sudden urge to run, Lana followed Christian up a flight of stairs and into another cold, dark hallway. New scents, more crisp and clear, met them halfway down. Humans were up hereshe could smell their blood. She could hear their desperate gasps for breath. The thought of such misery made her hungry. And the hunger she felt at the thought of misery was revolting.

Then she picked up a familiar scentone she would know across dimensions. Sarah.

Quit dawdling in the hallway! someone called out, the same voice, she realized, that had issued the laugh only moments before.

She heard us, Christian whispered. Remember, keep your head down and play blank. Lana nodded, casting her cloudy gaze to the floor and allowed him to lead her to the door. He lifted his hand and knocked three times before pushing the door open and stepping inside. Before she could enter, he pushed the door closed behind him.

Xanthe, she heard him say through the door. She could hear the disgust in his voice. I come with a present.

A gift…for me? Oh, Christian, you really shouldnt have. The womans voice was a bit husky, almost masculine. Now that she was alone, Lana ripped the contacts from her eyes, squinting at the sudden brightness, even in the darkened hallway. She wanted to get a better look at her surroundings because if this went south, she would be at a great disadvantage.

A token of my affection, Christian replied.

Really, Xanthes voice went flat and hard. You shouldnt have.

But I did, he said, rising. I believe you know why I am here. Lana crossed the hallway to try the door there. The scent was stronger here. From the other side of the door, she could hear frantic, desperate breathing. But the door was locked, and downstairs she could still hear the faint throb of music.

You must be after that little scab whore. Lana paused to listen. For the other womans sake, she hoped she hadnt just referred to Sarah as a whore.

Her name, Christian snapped, is Sarah. And I want her.

Why her? Dont tell me you have feelings for her.

She is my friend, Xanthe.

Xanthe groaned. Your sentimentality is disgusting.

Not all of us can be warrior bitches like you.

The sound of muffled footsteps crossed the room on the other side of the door. Lana clutched at the doorknob, willing herself to stay still. Just as she found the strength to release the cold, metal knob, big hands closed around her arms and propelled her through it.

Found this creeping in the hallway, Xanthe. She recognized the voice as belonging to the watcher, Garret, from downstairs. He tossed her into the room, sending her sprawling on the floor at Xanthes feet. Across the room, she heard Christians deep intake of breath.

So this is my gift? Xanthe asked, the toe of her booted foot coming up under Lanas chin. Lana closed her eyes as the foot lifted her face. Christian remained stubbornly silent. What have you done to it? The makeup is ruined!

Scab, he muttered. She got a bit carried away.

Lana told herself this was all a show, but part of her still refused to believe that he had told her the truth. She couldnt help but feel as if shed been used.

It looks familiar, the other woman said. She sniffed at the air. It doesnt smell like a scab. He tone turned accusatory. It smells like sex.

She is my scab, Christian said. Its only fair, isnt it?

Lana cracked her eyes and squinted up at her new captor. The woman was not looking at her, luckily, but she was very tall and very masculine. Her face was one of severe angles and her black hair was pulled back into a tight knot at the back of her head. The sneer on her face would have made human blood run cold.

I would expect you to bring me an unused gift, Christian. I could have sworn I trained you better.

Shes a blood doll, Xanthe, he said. Lana could clearly hear the impatience in his voice. The charade was wearing thin. If shes used, then you know that shes good enough for you. After all, doesnt royalty always keep a food tester around? She paused to consider his point.

Smarter than I thought, she finally said. The tall vampire dropped her foot, sending Lana sprawling to her hands and knees, and crossed the room. You can leave now. I shall care for her.

Perhaps… he started, but was cut off by her immediate snarl.

Perhaps nothing. When you bring me a gift, do not expect me to return it.

Oh shit…

It was then that Lana realized that their plan had gone wrong. If they were separated, Xanthe would surely kill her… not to mention have Christian drawn and quartered for the ruse.

While Christian kept Xanthes attention, Lana rose to her feet and pulled the mask from her face. It was now or never.

I am not a gift, Lana said, her voice strong and clear in the quiet room. I am here for my sister. I can smell her up here. Where is she? Xanthe turned, and was across the room in half a breath with her hand clasped tightly around Lanas throat. 

What the hell is this? she said, her lip curling into a snarl as she leaned close to Lanas face. Shes no scab, you liar…

No, she isnt, Christian said, and a moment later, Xanthe flew backward across the room, his arms outstretched from where hed thrown her, but she is mine. Keep your filthy hands off of her, you selfish bitch.

Xanthe rose from the floor, brushing fallen strands of her hair back as she laughed. Oh you poor fool, she said through her laughter. You and your little pet are no match for me. She turned and disappeared through the door.

Fucking Amazons… 

Amazons?

Yes, Amazon… shes an ancient Greek warrior.

I thought you said she wasnt that old.

She isnt an elder… but shes pretty damn old. Christian sighed and turned to Lana. Are you all right?

Where did she go?

Likely to Sarah.

Then we need to follow her.

Not waiting for his response, Lana stalked out the door and into the hallway. The door across the hall stood open, and the room was empty. She stood for a moment, considering her options, when she picked that familiar scent again.

Sarah… 

Following the scent and ignoring Christians pleas for her to stop running, Lana bolted down the hall, taking the stairs three at a time until she burst onto the now eerily silent dance floor. They eyes of the addicts and scabs alike were turned toward the stage where Xanthe stood, Sarahs limp body clutched in her raised hand. Lanas unfortunate twin dangled from the vampires hand, her face turning blue from lack of air. Lana started to run again when Christians hand closed around her arm and jerked her back into the darkened hallway.

If you go up there, he whispered in her ear, his voice little more than a venomous hiss, she will tear your head off.

Shes going to kill Sarah, Lana replied, trying to jerk her arm away. Christian held firm.

Not yet. It isnt midnight. He closed his hand around her waist and pulled her back. Sarah has time.

Youre waiting for Harlan, arent you?

Christian never answered.


Chapter Ten



The accusation in her voice cut him to the bone. Yes, he was waiting for Harlan. There was no way the pair of them could reasonably take on Xanthe and her club full of monstrous creations. They had ten minutes…if he could only hold out a moment longer…

Xanthe wouldnt kill Sarah right away. She never did anything in a hurry, particularly when it meant she could enjoy a humans suffering. If he hadnt been on the inside before meeting Lana, it never would have occurred to him that any of this was wrong. Human sacrifice seemed a fitting end to the night of Samhain… to the feast of saints and souls.

Christian… Lana murmured, every muscle in her body strung tight. The tension radiated from her. 

Four minutes before we go, he whispered back. Its a ritual. She wont break tradition just to get at you.

But she will kill her. A statement, not a question.

Yes.

For a moment she went limp in his arms, then in the same breath she was gone, streaking across the club. Christian could do nothing except watch in petrified amazement. She moved so fast, so clean, that none of the attending vampires noticed. The watchers did not move from their posts, and Xanthes crew of helpers stood back unnoticed until their leader found herself sprawled on the floor, her intended victim gone.

Christian vaguely heard Xanthes angry screech as Lana flew past him, her snarling sister clutched in her arms. He turned and followed her, and finding themselves cut off from the door by the newly positioned watchers, he followed her as she turned down a darkened hallway and continued to run. It led to a fire doorone that was welded closed. Even their combined strength couldnt break through the weld.

Deep, booming laughter filled the hallway.

Well, Christian…I bet you feel like a fool now. 

Garrett… Christian turned to face the large vampire. Are you going to continue to be Xanthes stoolie for the rest of your existence?

Better to be the bitchs lapdog than her dinner, the large, dark-skinned man said with a chuckle. You know shes going to kill you.

Oh now I doubt that… she does enjoy torturing me too much. Behind him, Lana struggled with her yowling, snarling sister. The scuffle sounded violent, but Christian dared not turn his back on the big man in front of him. Youd best run back to her before it turns ugly for you. 

Christian… Lana grunted. He took three steps back to stand beside her, and reached out one hand to stroke Sarahs hair. The girl stilled under his fingers, purring as she turned her nose toward his wrist and sniffed.

Easy, girl, he cooed, continuing to stroke her hair yet keeping his wrist carefully out of her reach. He glanced quickly at Lana, who stared back at him with a look of pure fright. In this moment, he really wished that telepathy was in his arsenal of powers. To be able to talk to Lana without Garrett hearing would be an amazing thing. If he could just tell her what he was doing, this would be so much easier.

But again, he was no sparkly little vamp bitch.

Thats right, Garrett said, taking a step forward, keep her quiet while I kill all of you.

Come and get me, bitch, Christian snarled, and launched himself at the bigger vampire. They met in midair, arms tangling as they began to struggle. Garrett hit the floor, and Christian landed atop him, hands around the watchers throat. In Lanas arms, Sarah began to struggle, turning and reaching for her sister. The small lapse in his attention allowed Garrett to throw him against the wall, knocking the wind from his lungs. Garrett pounced, hands closing around his throat, and Christian felt the muscles in his shoulders begin to pull.

Gotcha, bitch, the bigger vampire snorted. This time it was Lana that let out the ear-piercing shriek, which gave Christian just enough space to plant his knees against the watchers groin and shove him backward.

Lana, throw her!

What? she cried out, prying her sisters hands from her dress.

Throw her this way! He caught the winded Garrett by the shoulders, jerking his arms into a pinned position. Lana did as he instructed, shoving Sarah away. As Christian predicted, she turned as she stumbled, her fingers latching onto and tearing into the fabric of Garretts shirt. She sank her flat, human teeth into his muscular chest, gnawing at his flesh in a sick, tearing motion. She made a satisfied, gurgling noise and began to suck at the fresh wound. Blood spurted into the air around her seeking lips, and with each new draw of her mouth on his skin, the watcher let out a pained grunt. He flailed and slapped at Sarah, but in her bloodlust she was overcome with madness. Nothing the wounded vampire did would dislodge her.

A moment before her booted foot connected with the back of his head, Christian sensed Xanthes presence behind him. Pain blossomed at the base of his skull a fraction of a second before his face crashed into the cinder block wall. As he stumbled around, cradling his ruined face, Christian watched through one bloodstained eye as Lana launched herself at the Amazon vampiress, screaming in anger.

She immediately went flying across the narrow hallway, hitting the opposite wall with a bone-shattering crunch and sprawled to the floor in a daze. On the floor near the far wall, Garrett lay on the floor, screaming as Sarah held him captive, draining the blood from his body through the ragged wound in his chest.

Xanthe laughed.

Did you honestly think you could take her from me? she said, clicking her tongue as she shook her head. I so hoped you were smarter than that, Christian. Her booted heels clicked across the old, concrete floor and she lifted him from the corner by the shirt. Holding Christian over her head, she laughed again. Imbecile… never pick a fight with a warrior. Before he registered that he was flying through the air, he landed shoulder down on the hard floor. Scabs and addicts alike cleared a path, then closed in around him, their glazed, hungry gazes focusing on him as they came closer. 

He had the hysterical thought that now he knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of a zombie attack. Despite the seriousness of the situationand the fact that the fall shattered his shoulder bladedesperate laughter bubbled up his throat. The burn in his shoulder intensified, yet he still struggled to his feet. Over the moans of bloodlust, he could still hear Xanthes laughter. Greedy hands reached for him, tangling in his cape and clothes, pulling him in various directions. The muscles of his shoulder screamed in agony as he swung with his good hand, fist connecting with various bits of human flesh and sending the mindless monsters sailing backward. Still, as one disappeared another took its place, all desperate for his blood.

Christian! Lana screamed, but the sound was cut off with a strangled cry. Taking a shaky step forward, then another, Christian pushed his way through the crowd of scabs, narrowly missing chomping teeth as he knocked one after another back. As he broke through, he caught a glimpse of Lana, held tightly in place by two watchers. He pushed the last kid out of the way just in time to watch Xanthe sink her teeth into Lanas wrist, but the sound of her wail was lost beneath another noisean unfamiliar onethat filled the air, stilling all movement. Even Xanthe lifted her bloodstained mouth and looked back at the far wall.

A moment later, blinding brightness filled the room, and Christian, like the rest of the population of the building, collapsed to his knees as a burning feeling came over him. From the fire licking across his skin, it felt as though someone had thrown the doors open wide on the midday sun.

As soon as it started, it was gone, but the aftermath of the burstwhatever that wasstill left needles of searing pain tearing through his eyes. The ache in his shoulder was nothing compared to this new agony. The sounds around him were ones of warsickening, squishing sounds of punches landing in soft tissue, wet splatters of blood hitting the floor, grunts and cries of pain and shock. The scuffle took place from every angle, yet he was helpless to do anything about it.

You… 

Xanthe hissed, her lips peeling away from her teeth as Christian struggled to focus his vision, and he caught sight of a familiar silhouette.

Yeah, me, Harlan replied, his voice little more than a rough growl, and raised an odd-shaped weapon toward her. Dont move, or I will fry you where you stand. Christian still couldnt see clearly, but he recognized the sound of madness in the old vampires voice. Many of the other voices joining in were unfamiliar, but many held the same note of crazy. Cold hands landed on his arms, and he turned his face toward their owner rather than trying to puzzle out what was happening.

Are you okay? Lana asked, pulling him to his feet. He could smell her blood, mingled with the blood of other humans.

I cant see, he replied, clinging to her as she led him from the floor. Man-sized shapes still moved around him in a blur. What the hell happened?

The elders, she said. Harlan got here in time. That thing he has is…I dont know what it is. I think it shoots daylight.

Not possible, he said with a grunt. What happened to Xanthe?

Harlan has her cornered. The elders are rounding up the scabs now.

And Sarah?

She drained Garrett. Shes sleeping.

And you?

Lana hesitated, then let go a soft sigh. Ive been better. How are your eyes?

Christian blinked and rubbed his face. The pain was fading, but he was starting to get hungry. The smell of frightened human blood around him didnt help any. When he opened his eyes again, the world came into focus a bit more. Things were still hazy, but he could see Harlan preening before Xanthe, who sat prone on the floor at his feet with a chained collar around her neck. The majority of the building was empty now, save the various vampires who had crawled out of the corners. Many of them sat enchained like Xanthe. Many of their captors, he could tell, were very old.

Getting there. Once he knew he would be stable on his feet, Christian tugged Lana against his side and started across the room. Glancing down at her, he realized that her costume was bloody and torn, with long, dirty stains along its edges. Her gloves and stockings were hanging in tattered strings from her body, and her shoes were gone. The purple splotches on her face and arms told him that she had taken quite the beating. 

Halfway across the room, Harlan noticed them and waved. With gloved hands, he held a heavy chain that attached to the collar around Xanthes neck. The old vampire reminded him of an excitable puppy.

There you are, kid, Harlan said, smiling. Told you Id come through for you.

That you did, Harlan… you have no idea how much I appreciate it.

Oh I think I do.

Christian normally would have argued, but now was not the time. He was tired, hurting, and starving. And there was a mess surrounding him. He wanted to find a warm meal and go home, but when Lana tensed next to him, he knew he wouldnt be going anywhere any time soon.

Christian Sterling, a loud male voice said, the sound of it echoing off of the hollow walls. It did not sound happy. Fighting a cringe, Christian turned to face the owner of the voice, a withered, old, white-haired vampire in dark clothing. He looked to be much of the same history as Xanthe, though less severe and warlike.

Yes, sir, he said, bowing his head slightly.

The Council owes you a deep debt of gratitude, the old one replied, his voice an odd mix of accents that Christian couldnt quite place. I am Silas Arvanitis, head of the Boston Elders Council. He extended his handan odd gesture for one so ancientand Christian extended his own in return. We have been following the mysterious disappearances and turnings for quite some time now. Without your letter, we never would have suspected Xanthe of such atrocities.

I hoped you wouldnt find me out of line, he replied, at a loss for anything else to say.

Had it been anyone except one of Xanthes own brood, I fear we may have ignored the letter. Silas sighed and glanced over his shoulder at the subdued Amazon. I never thought my progeny would be capable of being a monster.

His progeny? Silas created Xanthe?

So what happens now? Lana asked as she reached out to take Christians hand.

Punishment, Silas replied, a note of sadness in his voice. We have no choice but to put an end to her crimes. This establishment will close, and those in critical condition will be handled appropriately.

Handled? she asked, her hand tightening in his. What does that mean?

The scabs will be either turned or destroyed, Christian said. She made a quiet, strangled sound and inched closer to his side.

What about…

Your sister is changing, Silas said, glancing toward the hallway where Sarah lay. By sundown, she will be like you. He looked over their heads toward one of the many bars. You should feed, he continued. It is almost dawn.

Can we take Sarah?

You will not get her home in time, Silas said. Go upstairs and feed, then come back here. We may still be in need of your services. The old vampire seemed to sense Lanas hesitation. You sister will not be touched until she wakes.


Chapter Eleven



Lana sighed in relief and sank against Christians side. The burns on his face were little more than angry, red marks when she looked up at him, and his eyes seemed to be clearing. He looked as hungry as she feltXanthe had taken quite a bit of her blood, and hed lost quite a bit of his skin in the blast. Speaking of, she needed to ask Silas about that. After they ate.

She and Christian helped each other up the stairs and into the room where their battle had first begun. In the room sat several dozen scabs, their whimpers and moans of pain turning to snarls of hunger as they focused on the pair of them. Christian tensed, obviously having flashbacks of what had happened to him not long ago. Luckily, they were tethered in place. A pair of vampires stood on either side of the door, staring blankly at their wards.

Do…do we just…eat? Lana asked. Beside her, Christian turned to one of the guards, who nodded. She shuddered. It feels so wrong.

They will likely be put to death anyway, Christian told her, and tugged her forward. Together they fed from the least combative of the scabs, and when they made their way back downstairs, they found the doors to the building flung wide, sunlight streaming in with blinding power. Xanthe, still chained and on her knees, sat just at the edge of the rectangle of light, her chin held high with stubborn pride.

In a semicircle around her, the Elders stood well out of the range of the light. Sarah still lay in the hallway, though at some point someone had draped a cloth of some sort over her body. She rested peacefully, though Lana could already see the change in her skin. She didnt have much time to consider her sister, though, as Silas began to speak.

Xanthe, Amazon Warrior Priestess, he said, and she rose to her feet, her head still hanging, for your crimes against the human race, the Elders Council hereby sentences you to death. A small ripple of fear passed across her face, but it was the only outward emotional sign. She raised her head, her chin high as she cast her gaze toward Silas. You are to meet your end by way of the sun. A final death.

I apologize for disrespecting my creator, she said with a sneer, but I am afraid I will have to refuse.

The closest of the Elders stepped forward, placed one booted foot in the middle of her back, and shoved her forward, sending her sprawling into the harsh sunlight. The hood of his cloak fell back, and Lana gasped in surprise as Harlans face floated into view, a manic smile on his face. He glanced at her, smiled, and saluted her before pulling the hood back over his head and stepping into line. 

Harlan was part of the Council…at least, so it seemed.

Xanthe let go one high-pitched shriek, pulling Lanas attention back toward the door, and her body burst into flame. In seconds, nothing was left of the vampire save a body-shaped pile of ash that had already begun to blow away in the breeze. Lana stared at the spot, both amazed and terrified by how fragile her new body could be. Invulnerable to most damage, yet it would be so easy to die.

Christian stepped up beside her and pulled her into his arms. He said nothing; only continued to hold her until the need to scream in fear subsided. Lana watched as the shaft of sunlight shining through the open door moved, eventually shortening as dusk approached. Still, he stood silently beside her, occasionally kissing her hair as she fought to come to terms with this new existence.

It sucked, she realized. It sucked, and the damage had already been done. Shed been turned, beaten, bitten, and otherwise abused. Shed nearly lost her sister. Yet, Lana looked up into Christians eyes and found she had unknowingly landed in the arms of the best thing to ever happen to her. 

Someone called her name, pulling her out of her thoughts. Lana turned, and her eyes widened in surprise as Sarah started to stir. She made small, uncomfortable noises, and Lana bolted across the room, landing on her knees and skidding across the slick floor to her sisters side.

When Sarahs eyes opened, Lana saw the same pale, deathly blue of her own eyes reflected back. The bruises on her body were already starting to fade, and there seemed to be a new awareness on Sarahs face. She grunted, and gave a weak smile.

You look like shit, Sarah said, and fought to sit up. Lana, despite herself, laughed as she hugged her sister.

Long night, she replied, relieved when Sarah slid her arms around her waist and squeezed. I thought Id lost you.

You did for a while, Sarah said. I lost myself. She stiffened in Lanas arms, and when Lana pulled back, she realized that Sarah had noticed Christian standing off to the side. I should cut your throat, she snapped at him. If Id known youd go after my sister, I never would have told you about her.

What? Lana asked, looking back and forth between the two. What are you talking about?

Christian smirked and scrubbed a hand through his blood-matted hair. She sort of told me all about you before we turned scab. The sheepish look on his face was the only thing that kept Lana from smacking him so hard his head spun around.

Little bastard was smitten with you before he ever met you, Sarah said with a snort, and struggled to her feet. But thats neither here nor there now. Im hungry.

The Elders are draining the scabs upstairs, Christian told her. Go have some lunch. Were stuck here for about another hour anyway.

Sarah stumbled a bit, shaking her head as if trying to beat away the last of her humanity. She nodded, patted Lana on the shoulder, and started toward the stairs. As she took the first step, she paused, then turned back, and pinned Christian with a hard stare.

If you hurt her, she said, pointing to Lana, Ill kill you myself. Christian laughed.

Ill keep that in mind.

Lana watched until Sarah turned at the landing and started up the last flight of stairs before turning back to Christian. He stood by, still smiling. She crossed her arms over her chest and forced a hard set to her face.

You have ten seconds to tell me why I shouldnt beat you to a pulp, she said. Christians smile widened.

Because Ive already been beaten to a pulp in the last twelve hours, he replied. Im still very pulpy.

Not good enough.

Because I did want to save Sarah, he continued, his smile fading. The look in his eyes turned serious. Shes the best friend I have ever had. Because I know you two love each other. She still loved you, even when she was lost. And because the more I learned about you, the more I wanted to know before I ever met you. He tugged at the ends of his hair and sighed before shoving both hands deep into his pockets. I wish you and I had met under better circumstances. I wish we were all still human and could have normal lives. I wish you and I could have gotten to know each other slower, and with less stress. He took a step forward, paused, then took a deep breath, closed the space between them, and kissed her. If you want to leave and never come back, I can let you go, even if I dont want to, he continued, leaning his forehead against hers. But I want to keep you forever. And being what we are, there is a distinct possibility that I could do that, if you would let me.

The last few days have been hard, Lana said, leaning back to look into his eyes, and I dont know that I will ever get over it. My world opened up very fast, and I have seen more since meeting you than I ever expected could be real. My sister is alive, thanks to you, but we arent human anymore. That will take some getting used to.

What do I have to do to persuade you to stay?

Oh for fucks sake, Sarah said with a groan, coming back down the stairs as she wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand, here I thought hed be the one to hurt you, Lana… just put the boy out of his misery already and say youll stay!

But…

But nothing, you dork, Sarah snapped. Im going to be fine. Im not going anywherethere are a lot of new vamps around here that are going to need a place to go. Im going to talk to the Elders about taking control of this place and turning it into what Xanthe said she wanted. You and Loverboy over there have a good thing going. Dont ruin it and make me kick your ass too.

It was all too much. Too fast. Too…too everything. Lana pulled away from Christian to pace across the empty club. What remained of Xanthe had long since blown away in the breeze. She could smell the salt water as the sun sank behind the building. It was dark enough that within minutes she would be able to go outside. She could run away, but despite the deep desire to forget the last three days, Lana didnt want to go. She wanted to be with Sarahit had been so long since theyd been together. She liked the idea of helping those that had been turned against their will.

Most of all, she liked the idea of being close to Christian. Knowing what she knew of him, he would jump on Sarahs idea as well. It would be a long shot, but it was a shot Lana was willing to take. It would be a first, but maybe, just maybe, she could have it all.

Resolved, Lana turned her back on the open door to look at the two people that meant the world to her now. Sarah and Christian squabbling among themselves over something that was obviously silly by the smirks on their faces. As she started back across the room and walked up to Christians side, the pieces fell into place. This was right. The nightmare was over, and they could move on. Together.

All right, Lana said, and they both turned their attention to her, lets talk to the council about creating the safe haven. The three of us. She reached out and took Christians hand. Together.

With a shout of triumph, Christian swept her into his arms and kissed her deeply. Lana scarcely had time to appreciate the moment before Sarah was groaning in mock disgust. 

Oh get a room! she shouted. Lana and Christian broke away from each other, laughing.

I have a whole house, Christian said, and pulled Lana up into his grasp. With her feet dangling, he turned and started toward the door. And no, Sarah…you arent invited over for at least another seventy-two hours! he called over his shoulder, and took off at a run across the darkening city. Curling her arms around his neck, Lana held on, anticipation singing through her. She could keep up with him now, but Lana much preferred this method of travel. In his arms, she felt safe and protected. Sarah would be fine. They all would.

Life, or at least this thing that resembled it, couldnt get any better.
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